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 7 
Introduction 
 
Referring to a quotation by Samuel Beckett1, ‘everyone is welcome to have a 
headache among [all kinds of] overtones with regard to The Sea […]’ (Imhof, 
Was’t Well Done, 171) In the following thesis I am going to analyse John 
Banville’s novel The Sea from an interdisciplinary perspective hence I have 
decided to have a headache among its overtones. 
 
The loss of the protagonist’s first juvenile love as well as the distressful dying of 
his wife and the widower’s subsequent attempt to cope with grief and to find 
meaning in his disoriented life is in the centre of my attention. The protagonist is 
afflicted by a feeling of meaninglessness and wallows in self- pity. He searches 
for meaning in life and fails to find some meaningful life- task or “mission”. In 
this context I am interested in such crucial questions as ‘What was Max and Anna 
Morden’s meaning in life before the terrible news of an incurable cancer?’, ‘Why 
does the protagonist Max fail in finding meaning after the loss of his wife Anna?’, 
and ‘How far does the lack of meaning in life impede the coping with suffering 
and bereavement?’ 
 
Banville is concerned with the themes of inner conflict, existential crisis and the 
attempt to find meaning in life. My intention is to focus on a crucial event in the 
novel which involves a number of features that may cause an existential crisis. 
Based on the recent terrible news of an incurable cancer spreading in Anna’s belly 
I have decided to place emphasis on the questions ‘What impact do crucial events 
like terminal illness and death have on the protagonists and how do they cope with 
it subsequently?’ and ‘Why is the main characters’ search for a meaning in life 
doomed to failure?’ 
 
Methodologically, it will be an interdisciplinary approach based on insights 
derived from contemporary thanatologists as well as from Frankl’s logotherapy. 
The theories of grief and bereavement will be defined on the basis of sociological 
accounts by Klass (1996), Walter (1996, 1999), Stroebe and others (2001), 
Valentine (2006), and several theoretical models of coping with grief will be 
                                               
1
 ‘If people want to have headaches among the overtones, let them. And provide their own aspirin.’ 
(Beckett in a letter to Alan Schneider, quoted in Imhof, Was’t Well Done?, 171) 
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taken into consideration as well. Furthermore my intention is to survey the novel 
from a logotherapeutic approach based on Viktor Frankl and other representatives 
of existential analysis such as Fabry (1980) and Frankl’s successor Alfried Längle 
(2000). 
 
The aims and intended structure of this thesis on The Sea will be described below. 
The interdisciplinary approach calls for a deductive structure of the paper and my 
intention is to provide an elaborate theoretical framework in order to enable a 
concluding analysis of the novel’s characters. While each chapter emphasizes a 
certain aspect of The Sea it should be emphasized that they all correlate and 
together they are intended to give the reader a better understanding of the novel. 
 
Chapter 1 explores the external aspects of the novel, namely the author’s life and 
works. John Banville will be introduced and the characteristics of his fiction will 
be outlined, which definitely apply to the novel The Sea, an epitome of a Banville 
novel. A short description of the setting and the background will give an overview 
of relevant aspects of the novel such as the regional, social and cultural milieu in 
which the characters are embedded.  
 
Chapter 2 deals with key terms referring to a major theme of the novel taken into 
consideration in the thesis. My intention is to offer a concise overview of the 
subject matter of grief, bereavement and mourning on the basis of current 
sociological research. I will elaborate on the development of bereavement 
research in the course of the 20th century up to the present. Among the numerous 
theories and concepts of grief I will critically consider some ‘stage models’ of 
grief. First of all it is important to comment on ‘stage models’ in general and to 
mention the pros and cons. I will concentrate on how far the five stages of grief 
according to Elisabeth Kübler- Ross are reflected in the novel.  
 
Chapter 3 deals with the theme of memory which is pivotal in The Sea. First I will 
touch on the subject of memory research which has been reflected in 
contemporary literature in the past two decades. The chapter is structured around 
the questions ‘Why does the protagonist get stuck in the past and does not meet 
the challenges of the present?’ and ‘What functions do memories fulfil in the 
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novel?’ The emblematic ‘grief work’ (Valentine, 59) or ‘journey through grief’ 
(Parkes, Invited Commentary, 220) is tantamount to a journey through the 
protagonist’s memories of his distant past. Furthermore memory is connected to 
places of the past and the narrator’s physical and mental returning to those places. 
Memory and places are intrinsically tied to each other thus I will introduce some 
places of memory in The Sea according to Pierre Nora’s concept of Les Lieux de 
Mémoire2. 
 
Chapter 4 outlines important logotherapeutic principles pertinent to the analysis of 
the novel’s major characters. The theoretical background of Viktor E. Frankl’s 
logotherapy, which builds on essential elements of Martin Buber’s philosophy of 
the “I- Thou”- Relationship, provides a basis to answer the question why the 
novel’s major characters have difficulties in conceiving life as a meaningful 
existence in general and in view of death in particular. It is intended to provide the 
reader an insight into Frankl’s main tenets of the human free will linked with the 
responsibility for one’s life, the will to meaning and the meaning in life. Based on 
those pillars one is able to relate to the feeling of meaninglessness and the failure 
in finding meaning in life. In the novel the diagnosis of a terminal cancer raises 
the characters’ awareness of life’s finiteness and transience which leads to 
existential questions of meaning and functions as the catalyst for a search for 
meaning3.  
 
In chapter 5 I will try to prove my assumptions and to find answers to the 
questions posed at the beginning. The focus of all questions is on the characters’ 
search for meaning in life in the face of suffering and death and the aim of the 
study is to illustrate why the characters fail to live a fulfilled, meaningful life and 
why they fail in their coping with grief. Therefore the characterisation of the 
novel’s major characters Max and Anna and the reference to the couple’s 
relationship on the basis of Martin Buber’s philosophical concept of the “I- Thou” 
and “I- It” relationships contribute an important aspect to the text analysis.  
 
                                               
2
 Nora, Pierre. “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire.” Representations 26 
(Special Issue: Memory and Counter- Memory) (1989): 7-24.  
3
 cf. Meier, 1. 
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1. John Banville and The Sea 
 
1.1 The Author’s Life and Work 
 
John Banville was born in Wexford, Ireland, on 8 December 1945. He attended 
Christian Brothers’ primary school and St. Peter’s College secondary school in 
Wexford. As an independence-minded man he did not want to be reliant on his 
parents any longer. Consequently he did not attend University but moved to 
Dublin to work for Aer Lingus as a clerk before publishing his first book Long 
Lankin, his only short story collection in 1970. The debut feature was soon 
followed by the two novels Nightspawn (1971) and Birchwood (1973).4 
 
Besides writing fiction John Banville has earned his living in journalism since the 
late sixties.5 He was chief sub-editor and literary editor of The Irish Press6 and 
from 1988 to 1999 he was literary editor of The Irish Times.7 
Banville is father of two sons from his marriage with Janet Dunham, an American 
textile artist, and has two daughters from his relationship with Patricia Quinn, 
former director of the Arts Council of Ireland.8 
John Banville seemed to know very early that he might devote his life to the art of 
writing as he  
[…] remembers with amusement his first clumsy, overblown attempt 
at an opening line for a novel he was attempting at the age of 12:”The 
petals of white blossom swooned slowly into the black mouth of the 
open grave.”9  
 
In 1976 Banville started a very prolific career as a novelist engaged in the two 
subject- matters of Science and Art. He attracted international attention with the 
publication of the ‘scientific tetralogy’ including Dr Copernicus (1976), Kepler 
(1981), The Newton Letter: An Interlude (1982) and Mefisto (1986). 
                                               
4
 cf. Patten, Eve. John Banville. 2002. http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth13, 
10.4.08 
5
 cf. Hand, Exploring Fictions, chronology 
6
 cf. Hunter, Jeffrey. "Banville, John: Introduction." Contemporary Literary Criticism. 1999. 
eNotes 2006. http://www.enotes.com/contemporary-literary-criticism/banville-john, 16.4.08 
7
 cf. Imhof, Rüdiger. John Banville. In: Dictionary of the Irish Literature, ed. Robert Hogan. 
http://www.readireland.ie/aotm/Banville.html, 11.4.08 
8
 cf. ---.http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Banville, 20.4.08 
9Bennie,  
http://www.theage.com.au/news/books/banvilles-waves/2006/05/04/1146335866943.html, 15.4.08 
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The ‘tetralogy on Science [was] followed by a trilogy on Art’ (McMinn, Supreme 
Fictions, 10) comprising the Booker Prize shortlisted The Book of Evidence 
(1989), Ghosts (1993) and Athena (1995). 10 
In the subsequent novel The Untouchable (1997) Banville focused on another 
issue and dabbled in the genre of espionage. 
 
Banville comments on his preference for serials and its logic when he says, 
[…] in each book that I write it’s a kind of progression from the past to 
the following one, and people remark… they say ‘oh how entirely 
different this book is to the one that went before’. But to me it’s an 
absolutely logical progression from one to the other, before I finish the 
book, the next book is started in my head. 
(Imhof, ‘Was’t well done?, 169)11 
 
To gather from that statement his last three novels, Eclipse (2000), Shroud (2002) 
and The Sea (2005) might represent another trilogy with reference to the recurring 
‘theme of the sheer human absence caused by death.’(Kenny, 62). The sea as a 
recurring motif of the novels ‘has an unavoidable and hypnotic association with 
death [and the iterant tragedy] is the suicidal death of a child through 
drowning.’(McMinn, Art of Analogy, 139)  
Furthermore McMinn regards The Sea as ‘a kind of coda to [the two previous] 
novels, the essential story of childhood, memory, and loss which the earlier 
narratives could not complete […]’ (McMinn, Art of Analogy, 143) 
 
Besides his involvement as a novelist John Banville occasionally concerns himself 
in other genres as well. He has written plays namely Seachange (1994), The 
Broken Jug: After Kleist (1994), God’s Gift (2000), both adaptations of works by 
Heinrich von Kleist and Dublin 1742 (2002), a play for children.12 
 
As an admirer of Georges Simenon, an author of detective fiction, Banville has 
tackled the genre of crime fiction under the newly-made pen name Benjamin 
Black which has emerged from his imagination recently. While John Banville’s 
novels are works of art, Benjamin Black deliberately produces pieces of craftwork 
                                               
10
 cf. Patten, Eve. John Banville. 2002. http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth13, 
10.4.08 
11
 Taken from an interview with John Banville: Laura P.Z. Izarra, ‘Interviewing John Banville’, In 
Kaleidoscopic Views of Ireland, edited by Murina H. Mutran & Laura P.Z. Izarra (Sao Paolo: 
Humanitas, 2003), p. 235  
12
 cf.---. http://www.doollee.com/PlaywrightsB/banville-john.html, 20.4.08 
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such as Christine Falls (2006).13 Banville says, ‘It is not an art book, it is 
completely different to my usual work.’14 In addition Banville authored the 
travelogue Prague Pictures: Portrait of a City (2003) and he is an ingenious and 
artful reviewer of all kinds of books.15 
 
John Banville was decorated with several awards for his works including Allied 
Irish Banks' Prize and Arts Council Macaulay Fellowship (1973, Birchwood), 
American Ireland Fund Literary Award and James Tait Black Memorial Prize (for 
fiction) (1975&1976, Dr Copernicus), Guardian Fiction Prize (1981, Kepler), 
Guinness Peat Aviation Book Award (1989, The Book of Evidence), and the 
highly prestigious 2005 Man Booker Prize for Fiction for The Sea. Moreover the 
novel was shortlisted for the British Booker Awards Author of the Year (2006) and 
the Man Booker International Prize (2007).  
 
Today John Banville lives in Dublin.16 
 
 
1.2 Characteristics of Banville’s Fiction 
 
The style of his fiction is of utmost importance for John Banville who is obsessed 
with the power of language which even outranks a narrative’s plot. Banville holds 
that ‘the things said should be subordinated to the way they are said’. (Izarra, 182) 
Thus, he is primarily  
[…] concerned with the act of writing itself: it is a self- conscious, 
self-aware, and ultimately self- reflexive art. He is not simply 
interested in ‘telling stories’, though, of course, like all writers he does 
obviously need them. (Hand, Introduction, ix) 
 
Even though Banville has always resisted the accentuation of his Irish origin with 
reference to his work17 he is clearly an Irish writer because of his usage of 
                                               
13
 cf. Bennie, Angela. Banville’s waves. 6 May 2006. 
http://www.theage.com.au/news/books/banvilles-waves/2006/05/04/1146335866943.html, 15.4.08 
14Bennie, http://www.theage.com.au/news/books/banvilles-
waves/2006/05/04/1146335866943.html, 15.4.08 
15
 cf. Hand, Derek. „Introduction: John Banville’s Quixotic Humanity.“ Irish University Review: A 
Journal of Irish Studies 36:1 (2006): viii. 
16
 cf. Patten, Eve. John Banville. 2002.http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth13, 
10.4.08 
17
 cf. Hand, Exploring Fictions, 5. 
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Hiberno- English18 which provides a basis for his abundant style. Each of 
Banville’s novels is a work of art in which form ranks before content turning the 
author into a ‘landscape painter with language’.19 The author’s work is 
characterized by an overwhelming profundity and poetic denseness due to 
Banville’s ‘obsessive and elaborate use of analogy’. (McMinn, Art of Analogy, 
134) The relentless style disunites critics and the reviewers credit Banville with 
diverse attributes such as complex, obscure, tough-minded, squiggled, allusive, 
fancy and figurative.20 The Booker Prize judges call him ‘a sublime master of 
language’21 who works very thoroughly in a highly poetic style.  
 
Apparently John Banville is stylistically influenced by important writers outside 
Ireland such as Marcel Proust, Vladimir Nabokov and Henry James22. Among 
Irish writers Banville belongs to the critical tradition of Irish writing initiated by 
his precursors James Joyce and Samuel Beckett23 whereas Banville vehemently 
asserts that his writing is closer to the latter.24 
 
Relating to John Banville’s novels it is important to differentiate between his early 
works and the new way of writing. At first the works were characterized by the 
author’s rational functioning described as follows, ‘Before I wrote down the first 
line I had the last line planned.’(Izarra, 184) From the ‘art trilogy’ onwards 
Banville focused on the narrators’ stream of thoughts in a dreamlike mode of 
narration emphasizing ‘the topography of the mind.’ (Izarra, 184) 
Banville himself describes his new style  
[…] as a form of inward rhetoric, a rhythmical chanting that is very 
close to the way in which we all speak inside our heads. […] My aim 
is to write in a clear, straightforward style […] There is not a sentence 
anywhere in my work which, in terms of syntax, grammar and 
                                               
18
 cf. Barry, Shane. As clear as mirror glass. John Banville in interview. June 2005. 
http://www.threemonkeysonline.com/threemon_article_John_Banville_interview.htm, 18.2.08 
19
 Erica Abeel, quoted in Hunter, http://www.enotes.com/contemporary-literary-criticism/ 
banville-john, 16.4.08 
20
 cf. ---. John Banville (1945-). http://books.guardian.co.uk/authors/author/0,,-241,00.html, 
13.4.08 
21
 Bennie, http://www.theage.com.au/news/books/banvilles-
waves/2006/05/04/1146335866943.html, 15.4.08 
22
 cf. McMinn, Art of Analogy, 149. 
23
 cf. McMinn, Supreme Fictions, 8. 
24
 cf. Hand, Exploring Fictions, 13. 
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vocabulary, would not be understood by an eight- year- old equipped 
with a dictionary.25 
 
Nevertheless the novelist admits that the producing of his densely poetic style is 
strenuous and he often spends hours on one sentence. That is the reason why he 
hates all his books because the writing was so exhausting. He cannot read his 
novels once they have been finished because he thinks that in the end no book is 
as good as the idea of it.26  
 
Banville’s fiction is characterized by numerous postmodern aspects. Concerning 
inter-textual references, Banville’s novels are ‘echo-chambers of literary 
quotations and allusions.’ (Imhof, Was’t Well done?, 167) His works teem with 
analogies taken from nature and the world of art, predominantly expressed 
through metaphor and simile.27 Furthermore the author transgresses the 
boundaries between reality and imagination as his ‘stories persistently strive to 
bridge the gap between the inner personal realm of Banville’s narrators and outer 
reality.’ (Hand, Introduction, viii) 
 
Referring to the characters, it is typical of Banville’s work that his protagonists 
are male intellectuals. Female characters are not in the centre of Banville’s fiction, 
on the contrary they ‘play a silent role in the novels’. (McMinn, John Banville, 
125) 
Almost all of the male first- person narrators are writers preoccupied with the 
effort to produce a narrative currently.28 Furthermore the characteristic Banvillean 
male is  
[…] aging, dogged by self- loathing, fond of drinking, unfulfilled, and 
to varying degrees, caddish. Banville’s male protagonists are also men 
with a certain haughtiness who believe the world owes them 
something.29  
 
                                               
25
 Barry, http://www.threemonkeysonline.com/threemon_article_John_Banville_interview.htm, 
18.2.08 
26
 cf. Bennie, Angela. Banville’s waves. 6 May 2006. 
http://www.theage.com.au/news/books/banvilles-waves/2006/05/04/1146335866943.html, 15.4.08 
27
 cf. McMinn, Art of Analogy, 136. 
28
 cf. McMinn, Supreme Fictions, 4. 
29
 Gleeson, Bibliofemme Reviews, The Book of Evidence by John Banville. June 2005. 
http://www.bibliofemme.com/others/bookofevidence.shtml, 13.4.08 
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The character traits derive from the protagonists’ lack of identity and their 
‘emotional conflict with a […] senseless world in which they feel like strangers.’ 
(McMinn, Supreme Fictions, 2) Thus they are always dissatisfied with their 
current situation, wallow in self- pity and are always in search of meaning.  
 
‘Banville’s output […] possesses […] an overwhelming preoccupation with 
failure’ (Hand, Introduction, ix), hence it is a recurring motif in Banville’s novels 
that characters are lacking in self- assurance and slide into an existential crisis.  
Especially in his later work Banville is engaged in the themes of aging, mortality30 
and death, especially the reminiscence of departed loved ones permeates the more 
recent novels Shroud, Eclipse and The Sea. The reader of The Sea might notice 
that Banville’s about 60- year- old protagonist Max is of the same age as Banville 
was when the novel was published, thus the novel might be a reflection of the 
author’s own finiteness and transitoriness.31  
 
Furthermore The Sea deals with the themes of death and afterlife as well as with 
grief, loss, meaninglessness, existential insecurity, the search for meaning and 
memory. My intention in this thesis is to analyse why the protagonist’s search for 
meaning in life is doomed to failure. As a basis for this analysis it is necessary to 
provide the definition of key terms and to present sociological aspects with 
reference to grief and bereavement. Furthermore it is intended to offer relevant 
interdisciplinary enquiries relying on logotherapy, which is dealing with meaning 
and the search for meaning.  
 
 
                                               
30
 cf. Gleeson, Sinéad. Bibliofemme Reviews. June 2005. 
http://www.bibliofemme.com/others/bookofevidence.shtml, 13.4.08 
31
 cf. Gleeson, Sinéad. Bibliofemme Reviews. The Sea by John Banville. July 2005. 
http://www.bibliofemme.com/others/thesea.shtml, 13.4.08 
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1.3 A Concise Introduction to The Sea (2005) 
 
When art historian Max Morden returns to the seaside village where he 
once spent a childhood holiday, he is both escaping from a recent loss 
and confronting a distant trauma. (The Sea, back cover blurb) 
 
The introductory comment on the back cover blurb of the novel mirrors the 
protagonist’s inner conflict between past and present. As a precondition to his 
endeavour to cope with the recent loss of his wife, the protagonist has to face up 
to the unresolved problems of the past. However Max is not concerned with 
coming to terms with the past but rather takes refuge there to escape from a 
meaningless present. Max Morden is unable to take pleasure in the present and to 
vitalize his existence hence he feels safe in the unchangeable past. 
[…] the past is such a retreat for me, I go there eagerly, rubbing my 
hands and shaking off the cold present and the colder future. And yet, 
what existence does it really have, the past? After all, it is only what 
the present was, once, the present that is gone, no more than that. And 
yet. (The Sea, 61) 
 
Banville’s primary intention was to write a book about a childhood memory but 
the projected sub- plot prevailed in the end. According to the author the novel 
comprises two books creating an absorbing tension for the reader.32 
This book didn’t start out as a novel about a man whose wife died of 
cancer […]. It was just a tale about the sea, a tale about a childhood, 
but Max wouldn’t let me just tell that story, it was as if he kept 
interrupting with the story of his wife.33  
 
Consequently the main plot of the narrative related in present tense, is about a 
widower’s attempt to cope with the death of his wife, his grief and its adherent 
concomitants. The male protagonist ‘recounts [Anna’s] death and, more precisely, 
his state of mourning’. (Kenny, 63) The diagnosis of Anna Morden’s terminal 
illness and its subsequent impact on the couple are related retrospectively. 
Incidents of the one year of Anna’s suffering called the ‘plague year’ (The Sea, 
24) as well as memories of the distant past are embedded in flashbacks to the 
main narrative. The recent bereavement of his wife opens up old wounds of an 
unresolved trauma from childhood which has haunted the protagonist since then. 
Max’s early love Chloe Grace and her twin brother Myles perished by drowning 
                                               
32
 cf. Friberg, John Banville and Derek Hand in Conversation, 203-204 
33
 Banville in interview with Sinead Gleeson 
http://www.bibliofemme.com/interviews/banville.shtml, 23.4.08 
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in the sea. The novel leaves open whether they committed suicide or not and Max 
Morden is afflicted with this agonizing ambiguity but he avoids posing the 
question even fifty years later:  
[…] the old, unasked questions come swarming forward again. I would 
like to ask her […] if she is convinced their drowning together like that 
was entirely an accident, or something else. She would probably tell 
me, if I did ask. (The Sea, 261) 
 
‘[T]he reigning god of the novel is Thanatos’34 as the protagonist is haunted and 
surrounded by the theme of death throughout his life and ‘returns with increasing 
plaintiveness to this matter of the ubiquity of death and dead loved ones.’ (Kenny, 
62)  
 
The protagonist is afflicted with the feeling of meaninglessness in grief and 
wallows in self- pity. ‘But I am bereaved and wounded and require indulging.’ 
(The Sea, 50) In order to escape from his senseless life he reminisces about his 
past and drowns his sorrows, ‘-never to be without a ready supply of anaesthetic, 
that is a thing I have learned in this past year.’ (The Sea, 59) He searches for 
meaning in life and fails in finding some meaningful life- task in the end which is 
reflected in Max’s suicidal thoughts coming to the surface when he is drunk. ‘[…] 
I had dwelt at length on the well- known fact, well- known and fact according to 
me, that drowning is the gentlest death […]’ (The Sea, 255) The novel is a first 
person narrative related from Max Morden’s perspective, thus the themes of 
existential crisis, the attempt to gain identity and find meaning in life mainly refer 
to the narrator. The search for meaning pervades the novel, albeit its outcome is 
that life is meaningless. 
 
 
                                               
34
 Banville in interview with Shane Barry 
http://www.threemonkeysonline.com/threemon_article_John_Banville_interview.htm, 18.2.08 
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1.4 Setting and Background of The Sea 
 
In the following I will draw on different approaches to the concepts of setting and 
background in order to apply them to the novel The Sea. Prince defines a 
narrative’s setting as an  
[…] equivalent to a set of propositions referring to the same 
(backgrounded) spatio- temporal complex [that] may be textually 
prominent or negligible, dynamic or static, consistent or inconsistent, 
vague or precise, presented in an orderly fashion […] or a disorderly 
one. […] the attributes of a setting may be introduced contiguously 
(we then speak of a “description”) or scattered one by one through the 
narrative. (Prince, Narratology, 73-74) 
 
The novel’s setting does not influence its plot decisively nevertheless I am 
convinced that it is pivotal in The Sea. In addition to a regional and temporal 
setting it is prerequisite to explore the social and cultural milieu in which the 
characters are embedded to be able to relate to the protagonist’s meaning in life or 
the lack of meaning. Furthermore the individual grief responses relate to the 
characters’ background decisively. 
 
Literary critics have challenged the term ‘setting’ recently because it is suggestive 
of a flat, one-dimensional connection between characters and the environment in 
which the plot takes place.35 Furthermore the term has become out of date because 
of the typical postmodern feature of symbolic homelessness and the break up of 
the close tie with one’s surroundings known from the regional novel of the 
nineteenth century.36 Max Morden is also afflicted with a feeling of alienation 
from his environment and he wishes to feel at home somewhere. The deracinated 
protagonist escapes the insufferable ambience of the house he had shared with 
Anna ‘throughout the autumn and winter of that twelvemonth of her slow dying.’ 
(The Sea, 153) He revives the close bond with various places from his distant past 
and his arrival at the ‘Cedars’ is like homecoming.  
[I] felt that I had been travelling for a long time, for years, and had at 
last arrived at the destination to where, all along, without knowing it, I 
had been bound, and where I must stay, it being, for now, the only 
possible place, the only possible refuge, for me. (The Sea, 157) 
 
                                               
35
 cf. Hawthorn, 134. 
36
 cf. Hawthorn, 135. 
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Referring to the definition by Prince (1982) the pension ‘Cedars’ is a textually 
prominent setting, described very precisely albeit scattered through the novel. 
According to Hawthorn (1997)37 and Kershner (1997)38 conventional settings like 
a country- house often involve symbolic functions as well. The ‘Cedars’ 
intertwine with the novel’s theme of memory and its significance as a place of 
Max’s memory is examined in chapter 3. 
 
The pension ‘Cedars’ is embedded in the regional environment of the fictional 
seaside village Ballyless, which bears resemblance to John Banville’s personal 
background of his distant past. ‘A lot of the memories in The Sea are mine and a 
little seaside town called Rosslare in the south-east corner of Wexford where we 
spent our summers as a child.’39 The small village Ballyless is situated near the 
bigger fictitious town Ballymore which also reveals the author’s fondness for 
wordplay. 
 
It is important to distinguish between the novel’s different temporal settings. The 
main narrative is set after the turn of the millennium which is referred to in the 
novel. ‘Miss V. is vague on dates but thinks a cottage was first put up here early 
in the last century, I mean the century before last, I am losing track of the 
millennia […]’ (The Sea, 5) Max Morden’s memories of the distant past relate to 
his childhood in the fifties. Through the detailed description of various places and 
things of the past that have not changed since then the narrator becomes aware of 
the continuance of things in contrast to the transience of life. ‘Yes, things endure, 
while the living lapse.’ (The Sea, 9)  
I am amazed at how little has changed in the more than fifty years that 
have gone by since I was last here. Amazed, and disappointed, I would 
go so far as to say appalled, for reasons that are obscure to me, since 
why should I desire change, I who have come back to live amidst the 
rubble of the past? (The Sea, 4)  
 
In the following I will examine the social situation of the novel’s characters which 
has already been analysed by Imhof.40 Max has always attached great importance 
                                               
37
 cf. Hawthorn, 136. 
38
 cf. Kershner, 123. 
39
 Banville in interview with Caroline Briggs. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/arts/4329844.stm, 10.4.08 
40
 cf. Imhof, Was’t Well done?, 169-170. 
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to attain a high position in the social hierarchy palpably to compensate his low 
self- esteem and lack of confidence. 
I will not deny it, I was always ashamed of my origins […] From the 
start I was bent on bettering myself. What was it that I wanted from 
Chloe Grace but to be on the level of her family’s superior social 
position, however briefly, at whatever remove? (The Sea, 207)  
 
Within the pale of Ballyless Max numbers himself among the bottom of the social 
hierarchy whereas the Grace family ranks first. Max looks up to the Graces, 
envies them and emphasizes their top position figuratively as he refers to them as 
“gods”. His friendship with the Grace twins Chloe and Myles provides an insight 
into the privileged family and Max is very proud of having climbed the social 
ladder toward the top which he regards as ‘a token of specialness, of being the one 
chosen among so many of the unelect. The gods had singled me out for their 
favour.’ (The Sea, 109) Max’s alternating self- perception impressively 
demonstrates his inner conflict. On the one hand, he puts himself down as a social 
outcast while on the other hand he feels confident to be unique.  
 
Shortly after Max has met Anna for the first time she proposes marriage to him 
and it is important for Max that she is of a higher social rank. The marriage allows 
Max to climb the social ladder and he seizes the ‘chance to fulfil the fantasy of 
[him]self.’(The Sea, 105) According to logotherapy Max’s existential frustration 
might originate from his pursuit of prestige for the mere sake of prestige but 
without ascribing a deeper significance to it life becomes meaningless. 
Furthermore Max values the financial security provided by Anna which enables 
him to shirk responsibility. ‘In my life it never troubled me to be kept by a rich, or 
richish, wife. I was born to be a dilettante, all that was lacking was the means, 
until I met Anna.’ (The Sea, 207)  
 
With reference to their consciousness of social class the diagnosis of an incurable 
cancer seems inappropriate to Anna and Max.  
Do you know what it is? she said with bitter vehemence. ‘It’s 
inappropriate, that’s what it is.’ […] I knew what she meant. This was 
not supposed to have befallen her. It was not supposed to have befallen 
us, we were not that kind of people. Misfortune, illness, untimely 
death, these things happen to good folk, the humble ones, the salt of 
the earth, not to Anna, not to me. (The Sea, 19) 
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According to Max and Anna people who rank at the bottom of the social scale are 
afflicted with sickness which mirrors their bigheaded, improper sense of justice. 
In fact Max and Anna are embarrassed and captured ‘in agonised inarticulacy’ 
(The Sea, 22) when they become aware of their powerlessness and irrelevance of 
social rank in the face of death. Following Peter Marris ‘vulnerability to loss […] 
is socially structured, with those who are powerless likely to experience more 
grief than those with more control and power.’ (Currer, 55) Moreover the couple’s 
dealing with the disease mirrors the way they have managed life so far.41  
 
In conclusion the novel’s cultural environment shapes the narrator’s and other 
characters’ ways of grieving. It is crucial to distinguish grief patterns in the 
Western civilisation from those in the developing world. Numerous Anglo- 
American scholars pay no attention to cultural diversity but regard grief as a 
universal phenomenon in their theories42, whereas scholars elsewhere feel 
confident that ‘cultural beliefs […] influence the meaning of death [and] alter 
people’s emotional reaction to bereavement.’ (Brison & Leavitt, 395) Furthermore 
it is important to warn against cultural generalisation in the field of grief and to 
consider the private circumstances of the individual, to ask personal questions 
about the subjective experiences of a bereaved.43 The author’s Irish ancestry and 
Western traditions in the broader sense are inevitably reflected in The Sea. 
Therefore I will not dwell on cross- cultural studies of grief but draw on Western 
theories of grief in the following.  
 
 
                                               
41
 cf. Counts & Counts, Conclusions, 278. 
42
 cf. Field et al., 9, quoted in Currer, 52. 
43
 cf. O’ Connor, 261 and Valentine, 57. 
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2. Research on Bereavement: A Concise Overview  
 
2.1 Defining Bereavement, Grief and Mourning 
 
Based on my plan to proceed from the general to the particular I have to introduce 
some key terms referring to a major theme of the novel dealt with in the thesis. 
The following subchapter will give a conceptual overview of the subject matter of 
bereavement, grief and mourning. In secondary literature as well as in the novel 
the three terms are often used interchangeably and due to language boundaries and 
cultural differences key definitions are inconsistent.44 Nevertheless I will both 
emphasize how far the terms bereavement, grief and mourning differ and to what 
extent they intertwine and are closely associated like a serial string. Generally it 
has to be considered that bereavement, grief and mourning are always linked with 
a specific cultural context.45 Furthermore definitions always refer to different 
theoretical models conveying a certain meaning and I will dwell on the subject of 
changing grief models in chapter 2.2.  
 
Linguistically the term bereavement derives from the root verb reave, which 
means ‘to despoil, rob or forcibly deprive’ (Simpson and Wiener, 295, quoted in 
Katz, 5). In Western literature it was first used by Chaucer referring ‘to a person’s 
loss of belongings or objects once possessed.’ (Knott, 51) Later the definition was 
expanded to the loss of a significant person, mainly through death. Today 
bereavement almost exclusively describes ‘the situation of a person who has 
recently experienced the loss of someone significant through that person’s death’. 
(Stroebe& Schut, Culture and Grief, quoted in Katz, 4) While the definition above 
indicates the temporary quality of the phenomenon, others define bereavement as 
‘the process of losing a close relationship.’ (Small, 20) It is contradictory to 
constitute loss as a process, because loss is defined ‘as the state of being deprived 
of, or being without, something one has had.’ (Small, 20) Hence ‘losing a close 
relationship’ is a condition but not a process.  
 
                                               
44
 cf. Katz, 4. 
45
 cf. Small, 20. 
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Even though bereavement is sometimes used synonymously with grief46 the terms 
differ insofar as ‘[b]ereavement is an objective state of loss [and] refers to the fact 
of loss, while grief is the subjective response to that state of loss.’47  
Seeing that grief is a highly subjective issue, it is impossible to ascribe a universal 
definition to the individual phenomenon. O’Connor passes criticism on the 
prescriptive character of grief theories which are too restricted and can never 
cover all the feelings, thoughts and behaviours of the bereaved.48 Referring to 
O’Connor the attempt to define grief is a contradiction in terms because ‘As soon 
as I say, ‘Grief is….’this’ I am aware that grief can also be ‘that’, which is 
opposite my first ‘this’.’(O’Connor, 266)  
 
Numerous explanations concerning grief indicate that the phenomenon is ‘an 
activity rather than a state of being’ (Katz, 5). Grief is often associated with a 
targeted process suggesting that the bereaved is preoccupied with work. This 
approach to grief as something that must be worked through has led to the 
development of the professional field of bereavement counselling which detached 
grief from everyday life by purporting to be in need of an expertise.49 Prescriptive 
therapeutic methods obtrude the appropriate feelings a bereaved should have after 
the death of a beloved50 which imposes ‘another burden [on the bereaved] by 
requiring them to perform in ways that are uncomfortable or stressful.’ (Counts & 
Counts, Conclusions, 291) 
 
Mourning, the third term taken into consideration is ‘probably the single most 
inconsistently used term in thanatology.‘51 Although sometimes used 
interchangeably, grief and mourning differ as the term grief regards the subjective 
emotions of an individual in the face of death whereas mourning reflects the 
public shape of grief.52 Mourning rituals  
[…] provide the forum for the expression of grief’s emotion and 
channel and mold grief into acceptable forms. It is important to 
distinguish between the public role- playing that goes on when people 
                                               
46
 cf. Knott, 51. 
47
 Doka, http://www.deathreference.com/Gi-Ho/Grief.html, 30.4.08 
48
 cf. O’Connor, 266. 
49
 cf. Valentine, 59. 
50
 cf. Anderson, 139. 
51
 Rando, http://www.deathreference.com/Me-Nu/Mourning.html, 30.4.08 
52
 cf. Counts &Counts, Conclusions, 289. 
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mourn and the perhaps biologically- based, emotional grief that people 
feel in the aftermath of a death. (Counts & Counts, Conclusions, 289) 
 
Summing up grief represents the inner emotions subsequent to the objective state 
of bereavement while mourning stands for the observable, public expression of 
grief in response to a loss.53 
 
The available data of grief research mainly apply to familiar Western responses to 
that emotion whereas mourning research focuses upon the non- Western cultures 
whose emotional perceptions seem inscrutable to us.54 In Western society, more 
precisely in English culture, highly emotional public expressions of grief are 
proscribed in general, hence mourning rituals are rare.55  
White English people are not prone to wearing their emotions on their 
sleeves and they are expected to bear suffering with a stiff upper lip. 
English men, in particular, are not supposed to weep and hug each 
other- except on the football field. (Walter, On Bereavement, 138)  
 
In this regard the English clearly differ from the Irish as the Irish have expressive 
mourning rituals that would abash most of the English. Especially the Irish 
working class attaches great importance to the funeral which is a formal and 
significant social gathering for the whole parish.56 According to Gorer (1965) 
especially the British ‘treat death […] with disgust, as though [it was] 
pornographic. […] One mourns in private as one undresses or relieves oneself in 
private, so as not to offend others’. (Gorer, 113, quoted in Counts & Counts, 
Conclusions, 290) Thirty years later Parkes alludes to the English regulation of 
grief in the same line when he says, ‘Grief is like sex. It can be done on your own, 
is best done with one another, and is disapproved of if done in public.’ (Parkes57, 
quoted in Walter, On Bereavement, 138) 
 
In mid- twentieth century the concept of private grief, which clearly differentiates 
between what is felt inside and what is shown openly, has been the prevalent 
norm in Britain complying with their citizens who prefer restraint to emotional 
                                               
53
 cf. Small, 20. 
54
  cf. Hockey, 198- 199. 
55
 cf. Walter, On Bereavement, 138. 
56
 cf. Walter, On Bereavement, 145-146. 
57
 Colin Murray Parkes, Mind and Mortality Conference, London, 19 March 1997. 
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release.58 Over the last decades supporters of a more expressive way of mourning, 
called expressivists, have passed criticism on the repression of feelings which 
seems unnatural to them as they ‘[…] see emotion as contained within the human 
body, waiting to erupt like pressure from a steam engine […]’ (Walter, On 
Bereavement, 149) The most significant expressivist has been Elisabeth Kübler- 
Ross59, whose influential five stages of grief will be presented in chapter 2.3.1 in 
some detail. 
 
 
2.2 Development of Bereavement Research 
 
The ancient Greek mythological figure of Procrustes had a standardized guest bed 
suitable for everybody. The adequate length was achieved by either stretching the 
guest’s body or by amputating the limbs. Referring to the contemporary 
philosopher Thomas Nagel we might attempt to put ourselves in the position of a 
bat and try to understand their behaviour, yet we can actually see the world from 
our own perspective only. Both analogies reveal that it is always problematic to 
develop models in order to impose them on a whole society consisting of unique 
individuals. Nonetheless research can only take place if the subjective experiences 
of numerous people can be analysed, which applies to bereavement research as 
well as to other fields of research.60 In the following the development of grief 
theories and models from the beginning of the 20th century up to now will be 
presented considering their values and shortcomings and the prescriptive character 
of some of them.  
 
It is important to note that the theories taken into consideration refer to a secular 
contemporary Western society characterized by individualism, an obsession with 
youth and a pronounced thirst for knowledge. Religious and political history is 
disregarded in favour of social and psychological aspects such as family, character 
traits and attachment behaviour.61 
 
                                               
58
 cf. Walter, On Bereavement, 143. 
59
 cf. Walter, On Bereavement, 149 
60
 cf. Small, 19. 
61
 cf. Klass, Walter, Processes of Grieving: How Bonds are Continued, 435. 
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At the beginning of the 21st century a categorization of the approaches to coping 
with bereavement designed so far was compiled consisting of three classes, 
namely general theories of grief, secondly general stress and trauma theories, and 
thirdly models of coping specific to bereavement.62 The third category can be 
further subdivided in intra- and interpersonal bereavement models. Intrapersonal 
models include stage and task theories to be discussed in 2.3 and cognitive 
process models such as the rumination versus distraction model or the 
confrontation versus avoidance model. Interpersonal bereavement models 
incorporate Walter’s ‘New Model of Grief’ and the ‘Continuing Bonds’ by Klass 
et al.63. 
 
 
2.2.1 Working- Through Grief Hypothesis 
 
General theories of grief have their origins in Freud’s psychoanalytic work on 
grief called ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917)64 which was the first study 
‘designed to explain the manifestations and processes of grief.’ (Stroebe, Schut, 
Models, 384) The term ‘grief work’ derives from Freud’s scientific paper whose 
main focus was on the bereaved person’s  
[…] struggle to sever ties and detach energy invested in the deceased 
person. The psychological function of grief, therefore, is to free the 
individual of his or her bond to the deceased, achieving a gradual 
detachment by means of reviewing the past and dwelling on memories 
of the deceased. Thus successful adaptation will involve working 
through loss; grief cannot otherwise overcome. (Stroebe, Schut, 
Models, 384)  
 
Referring to Parkes, ‘the grief work model […] documents the painful effort that 
is required to make real the fact of loss.’ (Walter, On Bereavement, 103) It is the 
Western notion of ‘work’ that is reflected in the concept of grief work, ‘[…] while 
often mundane, hard and even painful [it] will reap beneficial rewards in the long 
term.’ (Anderson, 140) According to the working through- hypothesis people have 
to fulfil tasks, they are pressed for time and they are expected to succeed which is 
comparable to the idea of ordinary work.65 Freud’s scholarly study is the first 
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 cf. Stroebe, Schut, Models, 375-376. 
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 cf. Stroebe, Schut, Models, 377. 
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 cf. Walter, On Bereavement, 104. 
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 cf. Anderson, 140. 
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instance of a disengagement model of grief which was followed by a number of 
influential succeeding models (e.g. Raphael 1983, Rando, 1984) maintaining the 
original concept of grief work. Silverman and Klass deduced from private letters 
by Freud that his theory disaccorded with his personal response to grief as he 
failed in disengaging from former attachments.66 After the premature deaths of his 
daughter Sophie and his grandson he was unable to establish new bonds but he 
never incorporated his personal background into his accounts on grief.67 It is 
legitimate to pass criticism on Freud’s detachment theory, nonetheless positive 
aspects are worth mentioning as well. The model can be approached as a 
necessary process in order to reconstruct a separate identity independent of the 
deceased. In this regard dissociation stands for the enrichment of individuality and 
increases one’s self- awareness. The identities of couples in long-lasting 
relationships might have merged over the years, thus the surviving partner firstly 
has to recognize which characteristics actually belonged to the dead loved one and 
which aspects affiliate her own personality. Therefore detachment helps the 
bereaved to reinvent oneself68 and  
[…] what one is freed of is not the person who has died but the 
projective identification we have lodged in them, that is the parts of 
our self we have allowed them to act out for us. We have to re- own 
those parts so we can properly relate to the person who has died. 
(Small, 26) 
 
Bereavement research in the first half of the 20th century is primarily dealt with 
from a psychological approach. It is characterized by rationality which is a 
precondition to measure human experience and to generate prescriptive models.69 
It is important to mention that the conventional model of grief work with its focus 
on detachment of bonds in order to engage in a new bond and celebrate 
remarriage was mainly devised to refer to the untimely death of the spouse.70 The 
disengagement models emphasize a target- oriented process of grief which every 
bereaved has to go through in order to recover.71 Corr (et al)72 and Stroebe (et al) 
73
 also point to the models’ linguistic springes through the usage of terms like 
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‘recovery’ and ‘resolution’ which imply that grief is an illness that is necessary to 
be overcome.  
 
2.2.2 Bereavement as a Stressor 
 
The image of grief as a traumatic situation is also reflected in a definition of 
coping applied to bereavement which is ‘to manage the stressful situation that 
follows the loss of the significant person and the negative emotional reaction of 
grief.’ (Stroebe, Schut, Models, 376)  
In this definition bereavement is described as a global stressor, ‘a life event that 
poses demands on the individual, which could tax or exceed the resources 
available, thereby endangering health and well- being.’ (Stroebe, Schut, Models, 
378) Referring to bereavement as a stressor, the bereavement- specific coping 
models might be applicable to other stressors like illness or the loss of livelihood 
as well and helpful to come to terms with distressful events.74  
 
Janoff- Bulman (1992) and Parkes (1996)75 similarly regard the loss of a loved 
one as breakup of assumptive world views. Healthy people assume that they are 
worth being esteemed, that the world is gracious and that life is meaningful. This 
assumptive world view is likely to be shattered in the face of the death of a 
beloved.76 Against the background of the assumptions of our inner lives, coping 
‘[…] is said to involve rebuilding the inner world, to re-establish meaning, to 
adjust old assumptions or, at least partly, to accept new ones.‘ (Stroebe, Schut, 
Models, 383)  
 
Thus Max’s frustrated coping with bereavement in The Sea relates to the lack of 
meaning in his life prior Anna’s death. First and foremost he has to come to terms 
with his own life, he has not established a meaning in life yet, so he cannot re-
establish a meaning after Anna’s death. ‘[E]ffective coping from this perspective 
would be to search for meaning and to integrate the event into broader positively 
meaningful structures.’ (Stroebe, Schut, Models, 383) This approach can be 
compared to Frankl’s search for meaning in suffering. His view implicates that 
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nothing happens accidentally but implies a deeper meaning, an aspect dealt with 
in some detail in chapter 4. Stroebe regards the definition of ‘finding meaning’ 
after bereavement as problematic because of the elusiveness of meaning and the 
highly subjective attitudes towards a meaningful life by bereaved individuals.77 
 
 
2.2.3 From Disengagement to Continuing Bonds 
 
It is worth mentioning that the beginnings of Western bereavement research 
coincided with the downturn of the public belief in an afterlife and the subsequent 
banishment of the dead from Western culture. As a result the focus of grief 
models was on the bereaved and standing bonds with the defunct were 
disregarded. Thus it is not surprising for academics that the mainstream trend of 
bereavement research focused on disengagement from the deceased at the expense 
of a continuing bonds approach.78  
 
Researchers like Bowlby and Parkes underlined the active, dynamic character of 
grief involving work but did not agree with the importance of cutting all ties.79 
Referring to Bowlby the working through grief proceeds in a gradual process 
made up of required phases. His attachment theory applied to bereavement 
distinguishes four stages of grief namely shock, yearning and protest, despair, and 
concluding recovery. In contrast to Freud’s approach to ‘grief work’ which 
exclusively aims at the final breaking of bonds with the departed, Bowlby focused 
on the bereaved person’s attempt to rediscover proximity with the dead loved one 
in the end.80  
Especially in his later publications Bowlby reemphasized  
[…] that continuing attachments to the deceased, such as sensing his or 
her presence or talking with him or her, can provide an important sense 
of continuity and facilitate adaptation to the loss. (Wortman, Silver, 
Myths of Coping, 415-416) 
 
Bereaved people abandon or maintain bonds in different ways which according to 
Bowlby might hinge on the different degree of attachment and the nature of 
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relationships.81 He was convinced ‘that strong attachments are necessary for 
creative adaptation to change.’ (Walter, On Bereavement, 106) With this view 
Bowlby was ahead of the times and clear- sighted as the combination of 
attachment theory and coping research indicates a paradigm for the future. 
Influential scholars in bereavement research anticipate that besides other 
approaches ‘attachment research remains central to understanding the phenomena 
of grief and grieving, and attachment theory will continue to influence thinking in 
the field.’ (Stroebe et al, Future Directions, 744) 
 
Generally the changing view concerning grief in the course of the second half of 
the twentieth century parallels the shift from modernist modelling to 
postmodernist relativism.82 
Around the turn of the millennium a paradigm shift has been under way and 
British sociology was increasingly engaged in the subject matter of death and 
bereavement.83 Grief has become a more private matter and it is important to 
underline the diversity of grief instead of classifying grief in normal and abnormal 
or healthy and pathological grief.84 The more recent approach avoids quantitative 
methods in favour of qualitative methods which emphasize the personal 
experiences of the bereaved. The paradigm shift also relates to an intensified 
individualism of the industrialised world and the heterogeneity of grief reactions 
has become generally accepted in recent years.85 
 
The growing criticism of approaches on disregarding individual grief experiences 
gave rise to new fields of research based on the ‘Continuing Bonds’ first devised 
by Klass, Silverman and Nickman (1996).86 Silverman87 speaks out against the 
paradigm shift and holds that developments in bereavement research in general 
and the findings in their book in particular represent ‘evolution within a paradigm 
rather than a paradigm change. The revolution may yet be incorporated into 
previous paradigms.’ (Walter, On Bereavement, 110) The widespread knowledge 
of the ongoing bonds with a dead loved one has become widely accepted only 
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recently because it took a long time to get rid of Western modern thinking88 
whose typical features are presented in chapter 2.3. 
About the same time Walter (1996) published his scholarly study ‘A New Model 
of Grief: bereavement and biography’ in which he claims ‘that bereaved people 
often maintain a bond with the dead person, a bond that can continue for decades 
and that is not associated with measures of poor adjustment.’ (Klass, Walter, 
Processes of Grieving: How Bonds are Continued, 432) Even though Walter’s 
article did not cause a sensation in the scientific community it finally reflected and 
justified the feelings of the bereaved people who had not gained recognition by 
scholars in former times.89 
 
The main elements of their approaches which encompass a number of studies 
from the eighties and nineties are worth mentioning but it is also important to pass 
some criticism on them.  
Klass (et al) did not discern that there is any detachment from the deceased in 
their analyses. On the contrary they found that it is usual for most bereaved 
persons to sustain a connection to the dead loved ones which ‘provided solace, 
comfort, and support, and eased the transition from the past to the future.’ (Klass, 
xvii, quoted in Wortman, Silver, Myths of Coping, 416) Nevertheless, the contact 
maintained is experienced as frightening by some mourners, especially by 
children who have lost their parents prematurely.90  
Klass (et al) hardly mention mechanisms by which attachments may be continued 
while Walter exclusively refers to the importance of talking about the deceased as 
a means of maintaining bonds91 which I will dwell on in the following. 
 
Tony Walter questions the disengagement model of bereavement which sees 
‘grief as a working through of emotion, the eventual goal to move on and live 
without the deceased.’ (Walter, New model, 7) This kind of approach focuses on a 
process preoccupied with the feelings of the bereaved whereas Walter’s 
alternative model is characterized by a grief process that centres on the 
reconstruction of meaning by conversations about the dead. Walter draws on 
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Frankl’s works on the search for meaning in grief.92 The ‘purpose of grief is 
therefore the construction of a durable biography that enables the living to 
integrate the memory of the dead into their ongoing lives.’ (Walter, New model, 7) 
In light of that definition it is important to be aware of the development of an 
alternative prescriptive model.93 In order to avoid lumping together the bereaved 
as it happened in former theories Walter rejects theory94. 
 
Although supporters of the modern models have touched on the subject of a 
lasting relatedness as a minor theme as well, it was widely ignored and suppressed 
by the readership to justify the need for a new occupational field of bereavement 
counselling.95 Comparable to the reasons for stage and task theories, professional 
bereavement counselling developed because bereavement had been regarded as an 
illness that needs to be cured or it had been viewed as an unwelcome violation of 
the normal course of life.96  
By using his personal experiences with bereavement as a case study Walter is 
engaged in challenging the clinical lore of bereavement counselling defined as  
[…] the received wisdom that informs the work of more or less trained 
pratitioners [sic!] who work in either a paid or a voluntary capacity 
with bereaved people; it includes the ways in which bereavement 
workers are trained, along with books and articles on bereavement 
intended for the general public. Clinical lore is much more important 
than research knowledge in the policing of bereaved individuals, for 
clinical lore is effectively the filter through which research knowledge 
reaches and controls the public. (Walter, On Bereavement, 154-155) 
 
According to Walter conversations about the deceased with people who also knew 
them very well enable the bereaved to become aware of how the loved one really 
was. Through talking about the dead they take up a steady place in the lives of the 
bereaved. In order to get an accurate picture of the dead person’s personality and 
to maintain an ongoing bond the memories of an individual are insufficient 
according to Walter. It is important to exchange one’s own experiences with 
others who were close friends with the deceased as well. Thus this sociological 
model is not characterized by ‘an intrinsically personal grief process, but an 
intrinsically social process […].’ (Walter, New Model, 13) 
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Walter agrees with Rubin (1984) who contends that ‘the resolution of loss is 
characterized by recollection of the deceased becoming a source of warmth and 
pleasure, something which can happen only after the death is accepted.’ (Walter, 
New Model, 12) The last part indicates that the continuing bonds with the dead 
loved one can not be established until the bereaved has undergone a preceding 
process of acceptance of the death. This argument suggests that it is impossible to 
draw a parting line between various theories of bereavement because the 
postmodern grief model does not entirely replace the former ones but rather 
supplements the conventional design of disengagement. According to various 
stage theories of grief, acceptance is the ultimate stage of the process. Thus the 
continuing bonds might be defined as a temporally open- ended connection with a 
dead loved one after having completed a process of grieving. The bereaved need 
the support to keep the bond with the dead person in order to move on with their 
lives. This ‘moving on’ does not exclude the continuing of bonds, it concerns the 
adjustment to a changed situation and the coping with everyday life rather than 
the formation of a new relationship.97  
 
The decline of tradition calls for a permanent search for identity and former 
religious guidelines and rituals have been replaced by dynamic discourse.98 
Contrary to the ‘talking about the dead’ concept the novel’s protagonist Max does 
not take comfort in dialogues with people who knew Anna very well. On the 
contrary, he is engaged in an ongoing interior monologue with himself when 
contemplating Anna’s “plague year”. It is important for him to withdraw from 
everyday life and to retreat to the ‘Cedars’ lodge to reminisce about the time with 
Anna. Hence Max’s behaviour corresponds to Stroebe’s theory claiming that  
[…] internal dialogues with a deceased person serve the positive 
function of helping the bereaved clarify thoughts, deal with unfinished 
business and emergent relationships, and prepare for the future. 
(Stroebe et al, Broken Hearts, 1210, quoted in Walter, New Model, 13) 
 
Walter ponders why it is so difficult for mourners in Western society to talk about 
the deceased. The problems are often connected with the particular nature of 
relationships between family members which might complicate communication in 
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general and the talking about a dead loved in particular.99 This situation perfectly 
applies to the knotty father- daughter relationship between Max and Claire which 
is due to the generation gap. Husband and daughter do not have the same person 
in mind when thinking of Anna and according to the distressing time of Anna’s 
terminal illness Max accuses Claire of having kept out of her mother’s way out of 
shame. 
 
Anthony Giddens (1991) claims that the growing individual autonomy entails a 
decrease in official mourning rituals in favour of conversations with friends and 
loved ones who knew the deceased well. In addition to those external 
conversations, inner monologues or soliloquies of the bereaved and talking with 
the dead may also be comforting and consoling but it has not been analysed which 
of the different kinds of conversation contribute to the maintaining of bonds 
most.100  
 
 
2.3 Critical Review of Some “Stage Models” of Grief 
 
Stage or task models of grief belong to the broader concept of disengagement 
models of grief which follow the principle of working through grief. Parkes refers 
to the phase model as one of the three most influential grief models ‘that attempts 
to classify the processes of grieving.’ (Walter, On Bereavement, 103) This model 
was popular in the late sixties and the early seventies101, when scholars were 
affected by key elements of modernism such as ‘efficiency, reason, goal 
directedness and faith in progress [the latter being] associated with looking to the 
future and to the young, rather than to the old and by extension to the ancestors.’ 
(Walter, On Bereavement, 110)  
 
Numerous sociologists have developed stage or task theories, amongst others 
Averill (1968), Kübler- Ross (1969), Parkes (1972), Bowlby, (1980) Worden 
(1982) and Rando (1993).102  
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‘Stage theories’ differ from ‘task theories’ insofar as the term ‘stages’ implies a 
rather passive experience of grief while ‘tasks’ convey a more energetic grieving 
process which urges the bereaved to perform the grief work actively.103  
William Worden’s four tasks presented in his book Grief Counselling and Grief 
Therapy were regarded as a helpful tool especially for bereaved parents and 
individuals whose lives got mixed up after an untimely or sudden death of a loved 
one. In this situation performing tasks might keep the bereaved grounded and they 
receive an impression of having their lives under control again.104  
 
Some scholars have passed criticism on stage theories which should be descriptive 
references and not abused as fixed directives.105 Even health care professionals 
account them as given rules which have to be followed successively from start to 
finish.106 Especially young medical students who have not lost a loved one yet are 
unable to put themselves in the position of a bereaved person thus they call for 
clear and unambiguous information about grief.107  
Despite this persistent call for guidelines Stroebe (et al) are convinced that ‘phases 
of grief are no longer viewed to follow a fixed and prescriptive course.’ (Stroebe 
et al, Future Directions, 746) Since the publication of Elisabeth Kübler- Ross’s 
On Death and Dying in 1969 the author has repeatedly asserted ‘that progression 
through the various stages is not necessarily linear and may not be rushed and that 
not all people experience all stages.’ (Samarel, 94-95, quoted in Small, 31) 
Against the background of this affirmation it is even more thought- provoking that 
Kübler- Ross needed to reaffirm her approach in a similar way in her introductory 
comment of her last work on grief in 2005 because the misinterpretations had 
persisted. 
The stages have evolved since their introduction, and they have been 
very misunderstood over the past three decades. They were never 
meant to help tuck messy emotions into neat packages. They are 
responses to loss that many people have, but  there is not a typical 
response to loss, as there is no typical loss. Our grief is as individual as 
our lives. The five stages […] are not stops on some linear timeline in 
grief. Not everyone goes through all of them or goes in a prescribed 
order. (Kübler-Ross, Kessler, 7) 
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Kübler- Ross emphasizes the nature of grief and thus argues in line with the 
postmodern view of the self- determined individual. Walter underlines the 
contemporary celebration of variety as well when he says 
The ‘postmodern’ culture of grief accepts that containing feelings 
works for some people, expressing feelings for others; it refuses to 
judge whether forgetting or remembering the dead is the more healthy. 
This is maybe not such a new position: doubtless throughout time there 
have been tolerant people prepared not to impose their values and 
coping styles on others. Postmodern culture, however, requires 
tolerance. (Walter, On Bereavement, 207) 
 
Nonetheless it is important to note that some bereaved people still require 
guidance through grief as they feel insecure and overwhelmed by extreme, 
unfamiliar emotions coming out in grief. Thus they tend to misunderstand 
descriptive grief models because they want to deduce clear, beneficial guidelines 
from them. Since formal mourning rituals have been widely replaced by 
emotional grief processes bereaved people are under considerable strain to come 
up to high social expectations.108 In the face of the following quotation bereaved 
people are advised not to try to suit everybody. 
The wretched thing about all this is that if you do grieve, people are 
nagging at you to cheer up; but if you don’t grieve people are nagging 
at you to grieve. They are comfortable with some grief, but not too 
much. They are comfortable with good cheer- but again, not too 
much…We each have our own ways of coping and if keeping objects 
help, then keep; if chucking helps, then chuck. Psychologists would 
have us to believe that those who keep everything are trying to deny 
that anything has happened; and guess what they say about people who 
chuck everything out? Yup. They, too, are denying. (Ironside, 85, 
quoted in Walter, On Bereavement, 122) 
 
Even though a further development has taken place stages of grief belong to a set 
of methods originally established to measure aspects of grief and to graduate grief 
according to severity codes.109 It is typical of modern bereavement models to 
pursue a scheme and imply a time target110 which reflects an obsession with 
schedule and timing, the epitome of modern thinking along with the modern 
preoccupation with order, control and the intention to compare everything.  
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However this linear, confining understanding of time does not hold out against 
phenomena like bereavement and grief which are accompanied by varying, 
extreme emotions and remain mysterious and unfathomable to a certain extent.111 
The prescriptive stage theories might unsettle the bereaved and put pressure on 
them as they discount the survivors’ subjective background. Popular science 
accounts mirror the received opinion of grief lasting about one year and after that 
time the bereaved people should be themselves again.112 Having the professional 
bereavement counselling in mind the presentation of grief as a time limited 
process is of economic value as well and convenient for counsellors as they 
cannot accompany a bereaved person forever but have to accept new clients after 
a certain period.113  
 
Nevertheless it has been established recently that dolour is not monotonically 
decreasing after loss but fluctuating over a longer period.114 Wortman (et al, 
(1999) tellingly confute the stereotypical assumption of a fixed duration of grief in 
a study comprising 800 survivors who had lost their spouses over a period of 60 
years before the collection of data was initiated.115 They arrived at the conclusion 
that scores of bereaved are confronted with depressing symptoms many years 
subsequent to a loss or they may even never return to their condition prior to loss. 
According to Stroebe (et al) the awareness has been increased that ‘in the long- 
term, the bereaved do not simply “return to baseline” following their loss.’ 
(Stroebe et al, Future Directions, 746) That is not the mourners’ main objective 
anyway, their purpose of coping is rather to establish and lead a meaningful life 
without the dead loved one again regardless of their former lives.116  
 
On the other hand, some people are hardly affected by the death of a beloved one 
at all and it is worth knowing ‘why some people show little distress shortly after 
their loss.’ (Wortman, Silver, Myths of Coping, 422) In case of stressful 
relationships or the care for a terminally ill loved one, death might be a relief 
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eventually. This might apply to the response of the protagonist in The Sea to 
Anna’s death, which seems to be a sedate reaction. 
 
 
2.3.1 Kübler-Ross’s Five Stages of Grief as Reflected in The Sea 
 
It is helpful to compare Kübler- Ross’s On Death and Dying (1969) with her latest 
work On Grief and Grieving (2005) because both books belong to a different era 
of bereavement research as dealt with in the previous subchapter. The mid- 
twentieth century was characterized by the dominant disengagement model of 
grief, whereas in the late 20th century and after the turn of the millennium a 
different approach of continuing bonds became widely accepted. The latter 
concept established by Klass (et al) espoused by Walter, Hockey and other social 
scientists is also reflected in Kübler- Ross’s recent account on grief which 
underlines that ‘the five stages […] are a part of the framework that makes up our 
learning to live with the one we lost.’ (Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 7) It focuses upon 
the integration of the deceased in the lives of the bereaved instead of letting go. 
In grieving we mistakenly think we can finish everything, but grief is 
not a project with a beginning and an end. It is a reflection of a loss 
that never goes away. We simply learn to live with it, both in the 
foreground and in the background. […] You don’t ever bring the grief 
over a loved one to a close. (Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 158) 
 
Furthermore the book’s subtitle Finding the Meaning of Grief through the Five 
Stages of Loss was a main reason to dwell on Kübler- Ross’s revised account as it 
indicates an emphasis on the dimension of meaning and on the possibility to find 
meaning in grief eventually. 
 
Against the background of her personal fate the change in the approach of grief 
from the emotional dimension to the dimension of meaning is comprehensible. 
After having suffered a massive stroke in 1995 Elisabeth Kübler- Ross has 
suffered from hemiplegia and has been completely reliant on others for home care 
until her death. Despite the adverse conditions of an unavoidable suffering 
Kübler- Ross has repeatedly assured that the only purpose in one’s life is 
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growth,117 which is based on Frankl’s proposition that each moment in life bears a 
meaning and that humans are free and responsible to change the attitude towards 
life even in the midst of suffering and that even grief holds an opportunity to 
grow.118 
It is worth mentioning that her last work On Grief and Grieving: Finding the 
Meaning of Grief Through the Five Stages of Loss was completed shortly before 
her own death in 2004. I hypothesize that in the face of her own suffering it has 
become pivotal for Kübler- Ross to ascribe meaning to her life and to her 
forthcoming death which was then reflected in her theory.  
 
The five stages of grief- Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance- 
were first presented in On Death and Dying with the focus on the person who was 
dying.119 The stages were developed from the recordings of about two hundred 
interviews with dying patients120. It is striking that Kübler- Ross refers to selected 
patients and appears to oversimplify and generalize individual experiences, which 
is clearly a major shortcoming of her work.  
 
Nevertheless the book On Death and Dying provides a basis for the analysis of 
Anna’s suffering to examine how far the stages of grief are reflected in Anna’s 
‘plague year’ (The Sea, 24). Furthermore it is applicable to the couple’s coping 
with the illness together and it is helpful to establish Max’s own anticipatory 
grieving process prior to Anna’s death. In the recent book Elisabeth Kübler- Ross 
and David Kessler have concentrated on the grief of the bereaved after the death 
of the beloved one, hence I want to ask whether any of the characteristics of the 
stages of grief can be discerned in the grief process of Max. In case of an 
extended dying process, the partner of a terminally ill person may experience 
pronounced anticipatory grief which, according to Kübler- Ross, is ‘the 
“beginning of the end” in our minds. We now operate in two worlds, the safe 
world that we are used to and the unsafe world in which a loved one might die.’ 
(Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 1-2) In the following the main features of Kübler- Ross’s 
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five stages of grief will be introduced in order to answer the question posed above 
and to find out whether they can also be related to the novel’s protagonists. 
 
 
1) STAGE ONE: DENIAL 
 
Similar to Bowlby, who describes shock as the initial stage of grief, Kübler- Ross 
assumes that at first the patient will be petrified with horror in response to the 
diagnosis of a fatal disease.121  
This initial numbness can clearly be recognized in Anna’s reaction to Mr Todd’s 
diagnosis and Max’s helplessness is perceptible as well. Anna and Max feel 
disoriented, as if they have suddenly become estranged from each other. 
We walked out into the day as if we were stepping on to a new planet, 
one where no one lived but us. Arrived home, we sat outside the house 
in the car for a long time, loath of venturing in upon the known, saying 
nothing, strangers to ourselves and each other as we suddenly were. 
(The Sea, 17-18) 
 
Anna is taken aback by the diagnosis of a terminal cancer even though it is not 
mentioned explicitly by Mr Todd, but suggestively circumscribed and supported 
by facial expression and his nonverbal message. Thus the doctor’s own need for 
denial is reflected in his evasive behaviour towards Anna and her husband.  
[…] those doctors who need denial themselves will find it in their 
patients and […] those who can talk about the terminal illness will find 
their patients better able to face and acknowledge it. The need of 
denial is in direct proportion with the doctor’s need for denial. 
(Kübler- Ross, On Death, 28-29)  
 
Even though the case of Anna is an everyday occurrence for the physician, Mr 
Todd behaves awkwardly when he confronts Anna with the terrible news. 
Obviously he is bewildered by Anna’s ambiguous question which she poses in 
order to detract from her fear of the plain truth which she has already dreaded to 
think of for a while. ‘Well, Doctor,’ she said, a little too loudly, putting on the 
bright, tough tone of one of those film stars of the Forties, ‘is it the death 
sentence, or do I get life?’ (The Sea, 16) Mr Todd is stunned and he does not 
really succeed in comforting Anna and raising her hope of recovery. Although he 
does not give up the patient explicitly, he fails to convince Anna that they will 
                                               
121
 cf. Kübler- Ross, On Death, 37. 
 41 
fight for her life together. ‘Oh we won’t let you go quite yet, Mrs Morden,’ he 
said, showing big grey teeth in an awful smile. ‘No, indeed we will not.’ (The Sea, 
16) The doctor does not find a sensitive way to tell the truth, so he prefers to deny 
it.122 It can be noticed that the physician is embarrassed and does not want to have 
an emotional conversation, thus he turns to the professional disquisition on 
promising methods of treatment and new drugs.123 He does not even reassure 
Anna and Max nonverbally, on the contrary ‘[…] he stopped and sat gazing at her 
with the same desperate, leporine look as before, audibly breathing, his lips drawn 
back in a sort of leer and those teeth on show again.’ (The Sea, 17) Mr Todd’s 
unsettling behaviour provokes Anna’s fear of isolation and rejection and she loses 
confidence in this doctor.124  
 
Subsequent to the initial shock it is a typical reaction of a terminally ill patient to 
disavow the diagnosis and to disbelieve its validity.125 This reaction relates to the 
suppression of the reality of death in our subconscious, thus we are not always 
fully aware of our life’s finiteness but tend to deny our own mortality.126  
After having received the bad news of the malignancy of Anna’s cancer the 
couple banters about the tumour with a grim sense of humour to disembarrass 
themselves. In defiance of death Anna regards her neoplasm as a pregnant belly 
and thus as an emblem for a new life. 
Her belly was swollen, a round hard lump pressing against the 
waistband of her skirt. She had said people would think she was 
pregnant- ‘At my age!’- and we had laughed, not looking at each other. 
(The Sea, 18) 
 
In his psychoanalysis Freud refers to the concept of denial as ‘[…] a defence in 
which a person refuses to recognize the reality of a traumatic perception.’ 
(Kauffman, 150) Thus the term ‘disavowal’ as the corresponding complement of 
recognition might be the more appropriate translation to Freud’s concept.127 
Referring to Freud, Kübler- Ross contends that denial is a defence mechanism 
which ‘functions as a buffer after unexpected shocking news, allow[ing] the 
patient to collect himself and, with time, mobilize other, less radical defenses.’ 
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(Kübler- Ross, On Death, 35) Of course it depends on a patient’s character in how 
far he/ she denies the reality of a terminal illness and forthcoming death. Those 
who have used denial as a main defence in stressful situations of the past might 
behave in a similar way in the face of death.128 In the novel Max oscillates 
between almost complete denial of Anna’s disease and helplessness towards the 
desperate situation when he imagines that Anna might commit suicide to be 
released from misery. 
I imagined her slipping down without a sound in the enormous old 
claw- footed bath until her face was under the surface and taking a last 
long watery breath. […] In some foul and treacherous chamber of my 
heart, of course, I wanted her to have done it, wanted it all be over 
with, for me as well as for her. (The Sea, 154) 
 
Aware of his evasive behaviour, Max resists taking responsibility through denial, 
because he does not feel up to cope with the upsetting circumstance of his dying 
wife. Kübler- Ross argues that denial is a helpful tool to survive the death of a 
loved one because life is without meaning at that time and bereaved people have 
no idea how and why to live on.129 Max’s existence has already been meaningless 
prior to Anna’s illness thus what he denies is his own miserable life rather than 
Anna’s death. 
 
Anna’s need for denial does not vanish after some time but emerges again and 
again throughout her illness reflecting that phases of grief often coincide and that 
the individual concerned may switch backward and forward through them or does 
not experience all of them at all.130 It is beyond Anna’s grasp that she is dying 
because it is an unknown experience. She could better believe it if there were a 
noticeable indication of the disease but she does not even suffer pain at first. ’If 
there were pain, she said, it would at least be an authenticator, the thing to tell her 
that what had happened to her was realer than any reality she had known before 
now.’ (The Sea, 99) Together with Max she denies the present and turns to 
comfortable memories of the distant past which bear a meaning and help her not 
to go insane.  
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2) STAGE TWO: ANGER 
 
The phase of denying the reality of a disease is often followed by feelings of 
anger and the question emerges, ‘Why me?’ For the afflicted person as well as for 
the relatives it is hard to come to terms with the question because it calls for a 
causal explanation of the emergency but it is impossible to give a satisfactory 
reply.131  
Anna does not feel so much anger as fear which is equivalent to denial as it 
describes ‘an emotion in which the object of fear is avoided.’ (Helm, 192) Anna’s 
objects of fear are the dying process on the one hand, the fear of the trembling 
uncertainty of what the remaining time might bring and of how much pain she 
might still have to endure. On the other hand, she fears the unknown inherent in 
death and its irreversibility: 
Up to now all her experiences had been temporary. Griefs had been 
assuaged, if only by time, joys had hardened into habit, her body had 
cured its own minor maladies. This, however, this was an absolute, a 
singularity, an end in itself […] (The Sea, 99)  
 
Moreover Anna fears the social exclusion as a response to her illness which has 
befallen her untimely. In order to avoid social death and to keep the private 
environment from the embarrassment Anna refuses to tell anybody of her fate. 
‘Anna would allow no one to be told of her illness. People suspected something 
was up, but not, until the final stages, that what was up, for her, was the game 
itself.’ (The Sea, 146) This ‘game’ is requisite to maintain her denial, it is 
important for Anna to have her life under control and not to be reminded of her 
forthcoming death by pitying glances but to live on as if nothing had changed. 
O’Connor refers to a patient who kept her disease a secret ‘because she knew that 
once people see you as dying they forget everything else about who you are.’ 
(O’Connor, 271-272)  
 
Both Anna’s and Max’s anger relates to the unexpected meddling of an illness 
into Anna’s life all of a sudden, which is unjust and inappropriate to their mind.132 
Comparable to the breakup of assumptive world views referred to in chapter 2.2.2 
the couple’s belief in a long life breaks down in view of the upsetting diagnosis 
                                               
131
 cf. Meier, 33. 
132
 cf. The Sea, 19. 
 44
which hampers the way towards acceptance of the inevitable. Thus it is a 
precondition to mourn the loss of the life belief to lead a charmed life without 
suffering.133 Anna does not succeed in creating a more realistic belief system but 
rather feels as if she gets punishment and is being charged with a crime she has 
not committed. At night the inconceivability of Anna’s misery shades into black 
despair in the face of total powerlessness. 
In the dark all of the breathless incredulity of daytime- this cannot be 
happening to me!- gave way in her to a dull, unmoving amazement. As 
she lay sleepless beside me I could almost feel her fear, spinning 
steadily inside her, like a dynamo. At moments in the dark, she would 
laugh out loud, it was a sort of laugh, in renewed sheer surprise at the 
fact of this plight into which she had been so pitilessly, so 
ignominiously, delivered. (The Sea, 98) 
 
Anna realizes that she is at the mercy of something which is beyond her control 
and she cannot ascribe a deeper significance to her illness. Without a religious 
background that might keep her grounded it is especially strenuous for her to 
accept her fate.134 Furthermore Anna searches for something meaningful in her 
life which would alleviate valediction. For lack of a meaning attributed to life 
Anna cannot accept her forthcoming and premature death.  
 
During Anna’s illness Max’s deeply felt injustice provokes anger which is 
directed towards God. ‘Given the world that he created, it would be an impiety 
against God to believe in him.’ (The Sea, 185) Max blames God for allowing that 
good souls suffer that much. His anger is expressed even more explicitly after 
Anna’s death and it is addressed to the deceased and to his daughter Claire.135 In 
the face of Max’s view of the meaningless life, his shiftlessness and his financial 
dependence on his wife, he would have preferred to die before Anna because he 
dreads to think of a life as a widower. ‘And now it was over, and something else 
had begun, for me, which was the delicate business of being the survivor.’ (The 
Sea, 146) He is angry with Anna for having left him behind136 and blames her for 
having forced him to cope with life on his own. ‘You cunt, you fucking cunt, how 
could you go and leave me like this, floundering in my own foulness, with no one 
to save me from myself. How could you.’ (The Sea, 196) 
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Furthermore Max is cross with Claire and blames her for having kept out of her 
mother’s way intentionally during her plague year for fear of the plain truth. In 
doing so Max projects his own denial and helplessness onto Claire who has 
renounced taking responsibility for her dying mother just like her father. Claire 
has abandoned her mother in a miserable circumstance but she is too haughty to 
admit her ignominious behaviour to Max and father and daughter end in trading 
insults.137  
 
 
3) STAGE THREE: BARGAINING  
 
Claire’s behaviour reflects her feelings of guilt which, according to Kübler- Ross, 
often arise in “the stage of bargaining”.138 For the terminally ill patient it describes 
the ‘entering into some sort of an agreement which may postpone the inevitable 
happening.’ (Kübler- Ross, On Death, 72) Mainly religious patients strike a deal 
with God and hope that he will allow extra time. They bargain for a longer life or 
for some time without physical pain at least and offer good behaviour in return.139 
In the face of impending death Anna’s life is devoid of meaning and her 
inexpressive eyes stare into space. Nonetheless Max recognizes that his wife 
pleads for her life with her hands.  
[…] I think of Anna’s hands on the table that first day when we came 
back from seeing Mr Todd, her helpless hands with palms upturned as 
if to beg for something from someone opposite her who was not there. 
(The Sea, 153) 
 
While the dying patient desperately demands a postponement, the bereaved 
bargain for turning back the clock and for raising the loved one from the dead to 
make up for mistakes and to catch at wasted opportunities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                               
137
 cf. The Sea, 60-68. 
138
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 cf. Kübler- Ross, On Death, 72-74. 
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4) STAGE FOUR: DEPRESSION 
 
After all attempts at bargaining had been in vain the ultimate realization that the 
loved one will never come back precipitates a depression and the bereaved suffer 
from an almost unbearable sadness and listlessness. Relating to grief depression is 
often misinterpreted as a pathological phenomenon instead of being taken as a 
natural response to a painful loss.140 The normal depressive state of bereaved 
people might be attributed to their feelings of meaninglessness and helplessness 
and as long as depression and apathy do not persist the bereaved might overcome 
this time without professional support.  
Depression decelerates the lives of the bereaved who withdraw from their familiar 
surroundings which might involve positive aspects in order to reconstruct their 
lives and to recreate one’s identity.141 Max is aware of this important slowdown in 
life after Anna’s death even though he is not sure whether it helps him to get 
along with life again.  
These days I must take the world in small and carefully measured 
doses, it is a sort of homeopathic cure I am undergoing, though I am 
not certain what this cure is meant to mend. Perhaps I am learning to 
live amongst the living again. (The Sea, 192) 
 
Nevertheless sadness is often mistaken for clinical depression and physicians 
sometimes rashly administer antidepressants, thus treating grief as an illness. 
According to Kübler- Ross this approach is related to a social problem, namely 
the banishment of grief.  
Our society almost seems to be involved in a “stamp out depression” 
campaign. Sometimes intervention is vital, but most of the time, we do 
not allow the normal depression that comes with grief to have its place. 
(Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 23)  
 
The social environment should concede sadness to dying people as well as to 
grieving people who need not justify themselves for their feelings and behaviour 
but require understanding. They do not want to be cheered up, but they are rather 
grateful for empathetic people who are silent with them.142 Max prefers to be on 
his own to reminisce although he is supposed to be preoccupied with writing a 
study on the painter Bonnard. For a couple of years he has failed to write a single 
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chapter and in his depressive state he zones out more than ever. ‘No, I cannot 
work, only doodle like this.’ (The Sea, 40)  
 
The dying patient’s depression relates to the recognition of the approaching loss 
of everything and everybody which is attended by an intense sadness. During that 
time people experience preparatory grief which Kübler- Ross describes as the 
preparation for the ultimate farewell from the familiar surroundings as well as 
from all the loved ones.143 When Anna suddenly begins to speak about her 
mother- in- law who died long ago Max realizes that Anna gets ready to say good- 
bye to the world.144 
 
 
5) STAGE FIVE: ACCEPTANCE 
 
The stage of acceptance should not be misunderstood as a blissful time, but as a 
phase in which the terminally ill person needs to have some peace and quiet. 
Kübler- Ross quotes an interviewee who described acceptance ‘as if the pain has 
gone, the struggle is over, and there comes a time for “the final rest before the 
long journey”.’(Kübler- Ross, On Death, 100) 
In the event of Anna’s impending death her behaviour does neither reflect 
equanimity nor a dignified end of her agony but rather indicates that she 
surrenders because she is shattered and unable to battle against death any longer. 
It suggests that Anna has not accepted her fate yet but has maintained her denial 
which still bars her from dying in peace.145 Even though Max is overwhelmed 
with an unerring instinct for Anna’s imminent death he has not accepted it either 
but has only realized that death is inevitable. 
I had that paralysing sensation, part awe and part alarm, that comes 
over in a sudden and unexpected solitary encounter with a creature of 
the wild. […] Anna coughed, making a sound like the clatter of bones. 
I knew this was the end. I felt inadequate to the moment, and wanted to 
cry out for help. Nurse, nurse, come quick, my wife is leaving me! I 
could not think, my mind seemed filled with toppling masonry. (The 
Sea, 238)  
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Despite Anna’s miserable physical condition her body language mirrors that she 
still refuses to accept the end. Max interprets her vehement shaking of the head as 
if she wanted to say ‘No, you’re wrong, that is not it at all! She reached out a 
hand and fixed it claw- like on my wrist.’ (The Sea, 238) Anna’s persistent fight 
for life might refer to her failure in attributing meaning to her life which makes it 
difficult to accept life’s impending end.  
In order to accept the irreversible separation of Anna, the widower’s thoughts go 
round in circles and he is in vain search of meaning in his grief. Max realizes that 
he cannot deceive himself by maintaining an intact world with Anna. Max reflects 
the ups and downs of his marriage with Anna and he ponders whether they could 
have done better. He reasons that they  
[…] were happy together, or not unhappy, which is more than most 
people manage; is that not enough? There were strains, there were 
stresses, as how would there not be in any union such as ours, if any 
such there are. […] We did our best, Anna and I. We forgave each 
other for all that we were not. What more could be expected, in this 
vale of torments and tears? (The Sea, 217- 218)  
 
The last line mirrors Max’s conviction of life’s meaninglessness and although 
Max pretends having done his best he comes to the conclusion that he has missed 
something in life albeit he does not know what it might have been.146 
In chapter 4 and 5 it will be clarified why the characters have difficulties in 
accepting the reality of death and thus in finding meaning in suffering and grief. 
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3. The Theme of Memory in The Sea  
 
3.1 The ‘Memory Boom’147  
 
Since the end of the 19th century historical and oral tradition have been in decline 
and ‘the institutions that once transmitted values from generation to generation- 
churches, schools, families, governments- have ceased to function as they once 
did.’ (Nora, General Introduction, 1, quoted in Kitzmann, Introduction, 11) As a 
result various sciences began to engage in the phenomenon of memory to form the 
first height of memory research.  
[M]emory appeared at the center of philosophical thought, with 
Bergson; at the core of the psychological personality, with Freud; at 
the heart of literary autobiography, with Proust. […](Nora, Between 
Memory and History, 15)  
 
One century later ‘in the so- called Decade of the Brain of the 1990s’ (Nalbantian, 
2) “memory studies” have evolved as a new dynamic interdisciplinary field of 
research from numerous disciplines within the humanities. It joins the theoretical 
reform characteristic of the scientific community in the second half of the 20th 
century ranging from the “linguistic turn” in the sixties, the “cultural turn” in the 
eighties to the “memory turn” in the nineties.148 Kerwin Lee Klein has dated ‘the 
scholarly memory “boom” in history writing’ (Lee Klein, 127, quoted in 
Holmgren Troy, 86) in the 1980s, when the French historian Pierre Nora 
published his ground-breaking, extensive seven- volume study on sites of 
memory, Les Lieux de Mémoire (1984-1992).149 
He contends that  
[t]he total psychologization of contemporary memory entails a 
completely new economy of the identity of the self, the mechanics of 
memory, and the relevance of the past. ((Nora, Between Memory and 
History, 15) 
 
The lack of conceptual clarity concerning the various concepts of memory is a 
problematic issue in the research on memory. Due to their interrelation it is hardly 
possible to distinguish between the different kinds of memory. Thus it is 
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sometimes required to relate to several approaches in order to understand the 
respective concept of memory.150 Unfortunately there are vague terms for the 
different kinds of memory in the English language. Hence I have to clarify that I 
am concerned with the concept of autobiographical memory in the following 
which is broadly defined as ‘the capacity of people to recollect their lives.’ 
(Baddeley, 26, quoted in van Eckert, 12)  
In German research, for instance, the use of the terms Erinnerung 
(recollection, recall or private memory) and Gedächtnis (memory) 
shows a clear and commonly made distinction which underlines that 
memory as such is (more or less) by definition social or 
intersubjective. If memory is private, it is a question of recollection, 
recall, trauma or other individual traces in the subject. (Kitzmann, 
Introduction, 17) 
 
 
3.2 Autobiographical Memory as Reflected in The Sea  
 
Among other contemporary authors John Banville gives information about the 
functionality of the human capacity for remembering by dealing with the theme of 
memory in his novels. In doing so the ‘literary writers […] are […] viewed as 
mediums for the unleashing of the memory process and its catalysis into artistic 
images.’ (Nalbantian, 2) The Sea joins a number of contemporary British novels 
and short stories engaged in the theme of autobiographical memory which is also 
associated with the theme of identity.151 Originally the close connection between 
identity, self, and memory derives from the philosopher John Locke.152 The 
interrelation between memory and identity is also reflected in a proposition by 
Nelson,153 who emphasizes that autobiographical memory decisively contributes 
to one’s self development, it ‘is important for establishing one’s sense of self and 
used as the basis for predicting what will happen in the future. […]’ (van Eckert, 
14)  
 
                                               
150
 cf. Kitzmann, Introduction, 16. 
151
 cf. Kitzmann, Introduction, 16. 
152
 cf. Ricoeur, 97. 
153
 cf. Nelson, K. “Developing Self- Knowledge from Autobiographical Memory.” The Mental 
Representation of Trait and Autobiographical Knowledge about the Self. Eds. T. Srull, R. Wyer. 
Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1993, 111-121, quoted in van Eckert, 14. 
 51 
It is also widely agreed among researchers that the reliving of experiences triggers 
autobiographical memory.154 The novel is characterized by numerous 
autobiographical memories of the protagonist’s past, more precisely of ‘an 
extended moment of his life- a month of August, fifty years back.’ (Friberg, 
Memory’s Miscues, 113) He vainly searches for identity and mentally revives 
basic experiences which may function as a cathartic process to cope with 
traumatic losses of his childhood.155  
 
After a long time of unhappiness and frustration in his parents’ relationship, 
which Max had witnessed in his early days, Max’s father left the family, when he 
was still a child. ‘Their unhappiness was one of the constants of my earliest years, 
a high, unceasing buzz just beyond hearing.’(The Sea, 35) In the absence of a 
male role model in his adolescence it was impossible for Max to establish his own 
identity. Thus he wanted to catch up on everything and repeatedly recalls the past 
in order to recreate his own history, his story. 
 
Possibly it is just the traumatic quality of his childhood that makes certain events 
persistently memorable in particular. According to Daniel Schacter,156 persistence 
is one of The Seven Sins of Memory which ‘thrives in an emotional climate of 
depression and rumination [and] some people become “stuck in the past” for years 
or decades;’ (Schacter, 10) It is this persistence of memory Max’s daughter Claire 
accuses her father of when she asserts that ‘You live in the past.’ (The Sea, 60) 
 
The failure in restoring himself and the ongoing identity crisis are reflected in the 
seemingly incoherent structure of the novel, since the narrative is an arbitrary see-
saw between past and present. It both reflects the protagonist’s ‘divided self, […] 
caught between past and present’ (McMinn, Supreme Fictions, 5) and the ‘random 
nature of memory.’ (Imhof, Was’t Well Done?, 172)  
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Furthermore Max does not only recall the past but also projects his childhood 
memories onto the future in a kind of retrospective anticipation as if his own 
future had already been over before it had even begun.  
So what I foresaw for the future was in fact […] a picture of what 
could only be an imagined past. I was […] not so much anticipating 
the future as nostalgic for it, since what in my imaginings was to come 
was in reality already gone. (The Sea, 96) 
 
The precise expectation of his future unreeled in his mind’s eye in photographic 
images even though he did not visualize the hard times that would also be part of 
his life which is characteristic of nostalgia.157 ‘Loss, grief, the sombre days and 
the sleepless nights, such surprises tend not to register on the prophetic 
imagination’s photographic plate.’ (The Sea, 95) 
 
Referring to the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, nostalgic memory describes an 
‘escape from the present’ (Spitzer, 91) in a positive way in that it ‘frees 
individuals from the constraints of time- in effect, it enables a transcendence of 
the irreversibility of time […].’ (Spitzer, 91) Thus nostalgia battles the random 
functioning of Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory, because it refers to the 
selective focusing on positive events in the past. Nonetheless as a child the 
protagonist attempted to link the present rather to the future than to the past but 
now ’it has all begun to run together, past and possible future and impossible 
present.’ (The Sea, 96) Especially in his grief for Anna the past is a retreat for 
Max158 once more as it connotes a benign contrast to the almost unbearable 
present,159 ‘a world from which the pain has been removed.’ (Vromen, quoted in 
Spitzer, 92)  
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3.2.1 Sensuous Memories 
 
Referring to the works of Baudelaire160, another pathway to trigger 
autobiographical memory is through the senses and here primarily through smell 
and the sense of touch. Furthermore the French author Marcel Proust is also 
convinced of the power of the senses to evoke memory.161 For him, ‘the senses of 
the smell […] and taste […] are the most stimulating, for they bear unremittingly 
[…] the vast structure of memory.’ (Nalbantian, 60) In this context it is worth 
mentioning that also ‘neuroscientists […] have considered [taste and smell] to be 
immediate and vital cues to memory.’ (Nalbantian, 44)  
 
The novel’s protagonist also possesses an ‘acute sense of smell’ (Imhof, Was’t 
Well Done?, 174) and he repeatedly brings certain odours to mind which trigger 
memories of his past. Max contemplates his distinctive scent and his awareness of 
the signals that are transmitted by the women’s fragrance. 
I have always suffered from what I think must be an overly acute 
awareness of the mingled aromas that emanate from the human 
concourse. Or perhaps suffer is the wrong word. I like, for instance, the 
brownish odour of women’s hair when it is in need of washing. (The 
Sea, 46) 
 
In his poems Baudelaire elaborates on the inspiring nature of the lover’s odour 
and he reasons that ‘memory arises out of strong fragrances.’ (Nalbantian, 47) 
Max’s reminder of Anna is also retrieved by the smell of his hands that still 
reminds him of her. 
[Anna’s] feral reek, for me the stewy fragrance of life itself, […] 
which the strongest perfume could not quite suppress, was the thing 
that first drew me to her, all those years ago. My hands now, eerily, 
have a trace of the same smell, her smell, I cannot get rid of it, wring 
them though I may. (The Sea, 46) 
 
Compared to Anna and other beloved women in his life, whose unmistakeable 
body odour has always appealed to Max, his daughter Claire ‘[…] has no smell at 
all that I can detect’, (The Sea, 46) which might relate to their fraught father- 
daughter relationship. 
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Besides the connection with memory the recurring theme of the protagonist’s 
sense of smell might reflect the author’s intention to make the readership aware of 
the numerous sensory stimuli surrounding us everyday. Since it is no longer 
perceived consciously, John Banville probably wants to give an impulse to sense 
the environment more intensely162 thus to become aware of our own sensory 
perception and to work against hebetude. 
 
 
3.3 Grief Work is Memory Work 
 
The Sea ‘carries the reader on a journey through grief’ (Parkes, Invited 
Commentary, 220) which is tantamount to a ‘journey […] of remembrance that 
Max undertakes.’ (Watkiss, Ghosts in the Head163) Besides working through grief 
Max Morden is actively involved with memory work to fight forgetfulness164 and 
to maintain the reminiscence of Anna. Following Freud, it is essential to  
[recreate] the experiences that, due to their traumatic quality, have 
been suppressed or “forgotten”. The recreation, that is, the 
“unforgetting” is a process of reworking- or better yet- “working 
through” […] of the whole psyche.’ (Rosinska, 36)  
 
Thus Freud draws a comparison between grief work and memory work as he 
contends that in both cases the person concerned is relieved from a burden. The 
relation of the phenomena is thereby reciprocal.165 ‘The work of mourning is the 
cost of the work of remembering, but the work of remembering is the benefit of 
the work of mourning.’ (Ricoeur, 72) It is especially ‘at or around points of […] 
experienced […] loss that acts of memory proliferate, that active “memory- work” 
is done.’ (Bardenstein, 148) According to John Banville,‘ “Memory is, achingly, 
the only relation we can have with the dead,”- [and he] argues that ‘remembering 
is an “ethical act”.’(Izarra, 193)  
 
Comparable to Rousseau’s and Proust’s narrators166, Banville’s protagonist Max 
is obsessed with memories of the past and the death of his wife Anna is the crucial 
event for his return to the guesthouse ‘Cedars’, which is a central place of the 
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protagonist’s adolescence.167 The physical return to places of his past is essential 
for Max to evoke moments in which ‘the past has a force so strong it seems one 
might be annihilated by it.’ (The Sea, 47) According to Paul Ricoeur 
remembrance is intrinsically tied to place168 ‘[a]nd it is not by chance that we say 
of what has occurred that it took place. [A]t this primordial level […] the 
phenomenon of “memory places” is constituted.’ (Ricoeur, 41) This ‘spatiality of 
memory’ (Hirsch, 22) calls for a returning to the venue in order to revive 
experiences connected to it.  
The ‘Cedars’ and other places of memory strongly instigate the widower’s 
mourning process and at the same time ‘mourning prompts memories that are 
returned to by locating oneself spatially and mentally in moments that have 
passed.’ (Watkiss, Ghosts in the Head169).  
 
Although the ‘mourning is initiated by Anna’s death [it] soon transforms into a 
more generalised grief, forcing [Max] to return to moments of loss in the past.’ 
(Watkiss, Ghosts in the Head170) Max is not only grieving for his beloved wife 
Anna who has died recently but he also mourns the deaths of his school day 
friends Chloe and Myles, who perished by drowning eerily about fifty years ago. 
Furthermore he regrets having missed opportunities. ‘[…] I cannot rid myself of 
the conviction that we missed something, that I missed something, only I do not 
know what it might have been.’ (The Sea, 218) He does not know what he could 
have missed just as little as he knows how to lead a fulfilled, meaningful life in 
the present. For lack of meaning he prefers remembering life to actually living 
it.171  
 
Thus the protagonist gets into a ‘torrent of pasts’ (Watkiss, Ghosts in the Head172) 
which resembles a haunting of himself by himself. The Sea does not feature 
visitations of ghosts typical of ghost stories but rather attends to ‘the idea of the 
ghost [and focuses on the] concept of self- haunting […] connected to the process 
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of mourning.’ (Watkiss, Ghosts in the Head173) Max remembers past events in 
terms of still images like photographs which Hirsch calls ‘ghostly revenants’ 
(Hirsch, 22) and Max’s memories haunt him like ghosts.  
 
As Max is a widower already in his sixties the past becomes the most important 
period of his life more and more because the present state of grief is almost 
unbearable and Max’s forthcoming future is not promising to him either.  
[W]hen despair and uncertainty about the future cast their shadow on 
the present, only a selective, debris- free, past remain[s] as a potential 
anchor for personal […] stability and identity. (Spitzer, 101) 
 
Thus Max ‘runs the risk of missing [the future]; he is so fixed on the past that the 
future- especially as embodied in his daughter Claire- threatens to run away from 
him.’ (Friberg, Memory’s Miscues, 114) 
 
In fact Max thinks he is not worthy of having a future because he feels guilty for 
having survived whilst a number of loved ones such as Chloe and Myles, his 
parents, his father- in- law and even his own wife have already passed away. It is 
a delicate issue for him to be the survivor174 as he feels good for nothing and grey. 
‘Everybody seems to be younger than I am, even the dead.’ (The Sea, 35) In his 
self- perception Max is out of place and he punishes himself with self- abhorrence 
which is reflected when he describes his appearance.175  
Now I am startled, and more than startled, by the visage that so 
abruptly appears there, never and not at all the one that I expect. I have 
been elbowed aside by a parody of myself, a sadly dishevelled figure 
in a Hallowe’en mask made of sagging, pinkish- grey rubber that bears 
no more than a passing resemblance to the image of what I look like 
that I stubbornly retain in my head. […] Lately when I see myself 
peering out of the glass, stooped like that, with that expression of dim 
surprise and vague, slow fright which is perpetual with me now, mouth 
slack and eyebrows arched as if in weary astonishment, I feel I have 
definitely something of the look of a hanged man. (The Sea, 128) 
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3.4 Memory and Forgetting in The Sea  
 
3.4.1 Memory’s Movement in Stillness 
 
In her quotation ‘All photographs are memento mori’176, Susan Sontag refers to 
one of photography’s meaning which is to raise people’s awareness of life’s 
transience and hence of our mortality. Photographic images are nonrecurring 
snapshots, ‘material traces of an irrecoverable past’ […] (Hirsch, 5) which reflect 
our fleeting existence and thus the inevitable death.  
Nothing that is shown on a photograph still exists in that form; pictures 
freeze time. We need memory to breathe life into photographs. […] 
Photographs […] evoke memories and tell stories of the past. (Kaes, 
179, quoted in Sjöberg, 69) 
 
The very fact that a picture is taken shows that an object, a person or a natural 
impression ‘is worthy of the image, something is memorable hence the 
photograph.’ (Sjöberg, 72) Thus images are taken for the sake of remembrance, to 
preserve memorable moments of the past for the future.177 Even though photos 
may trigger memory they cannot replace memory itself178, but merely ‘function as 
an accessory to memory […]. This is because memories are a function of 
consciousness and not of the photograph.’ (Burnett179)  
 
According to Susan Sontag people remember photographic images better than 
motion pictures and that applies to memories of their lives too. The memories of 
the past consist of selected snatches visualised in a still image like a work of art or 
a photograph. ‘Each memory from one's childhood, or from any period that's not 
in the immediate past, is like a still photograph rather than a strip of film.’ (Susan 
Sontag in interview180) Hedda Friberg also mentions this kind of photographic 
memory which is in accordance with the protagonist’s way of recalling the past, 
thus it is a recurring device in the narrative. ‘It is a story in stillness- like a drop of 
water suspended in time- and the still life is a tool Max Morden uses in re- calling 
the past.’ (Friberg, Memory’s Miscues, 114) 
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Nevertheless the pictures and photographs mentioned in The Sea are not pictured 
but described through words thus the fixed memory is set in motion and according 
to W.J.T. Mitchell181 this conjunction of pictures and words creates so- called 
“prose pictures” or “imagetexts”. By means of writing about a photograph the 
freeze picture is revived, ‘moves in stillness’ (The Sea, 153) and, referring to 
Roland Barthes, it is taken ’out of the realm of stasis, immobility, mortification- 
[…] the ‘flat death’- into fluidity, movement, and thus, finally life.’ (Hirsch, 4) 
The photographic image on its own only depicts the moment’s ‘posthumous 
existence’182 since the moment itself is destroyed as soon as the photo is taken. It 
reflects the photographs’ dual character as they are a bridge between life and 
death.183  
There is a simultaneous presence of death and life in the photograph: 
“Photographs state the innocence, the vulnerability of lives heading 
toward their own destruction and this link between photography and 
death haunts all photos of people […]”. (Susan Sontag184, quoted in 
Hirsch, 19) 
 
As an art historian Max is interested in pictures of the old masters and he is 
supposed to write a book about the painter Pierre Bonnard185. Paintings repeatedly 
trigger memories in Max and he compares scenes from his and Anna’s lives with 
pictures of Bonnard that come to his mind in certain contexts. Like in Roland 
Barthes’s Camera Lucida ‘pictures and words come together to articulate “prose 
pictures” ‘(Hirsch, 4) like the following impressive example in the novel. With 
attention to every single detail and indulging in his use of analogy Banville 
describes a masterpiece by Pierre Bonnard depicting the painter’s fatally ill wife 
Marthe in the bath. 
In the Nude in the bath, with dog, […] she lies there, pink and mauve 
and gold, a goddess of the floating world, attenuated, ageless, as much 
dead as alive, beside her on the tiles her little brown dog, her familiar, 
a dachshund, I think, curled watchful on its mat or what may be a 
square of flaking sunlight falling from an unseen window. The narrow 
room that is her refuge vibrates around her, throbbing in its colours. 
Her feet, the left one tensed at the end of its impossibly long leg, seem 
to have pushed the bath out of shape and made it bulge at the left end, 
and beneath the bath on that side, in the same force- field, the floor is 
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pulled out of alignment too, and seems on the point of pouring away 
into the corner, not like a floor at all but a moving pool of dappled 
water. All moves here, moves in stillness, in aqueous silence. One 
hears a drip, a ripple, a fluttering sigh. A rust- red patch in the water 
beside the bather’s right shoulder might be rust, or old blood, even. 
Her right hand rests on her thigh, stilled in the act of supination, and I 
of Anna’s hands on the table that first day when we came back from 
seeing Mr Todd, her helpless hands with palms upturned as if to beg 
something from someone opposite her who was not there. (The Sea, 
152-153) 
 
Besides the reminiscence of real photographs taken by his wife Anna and the 
mental storage of famous paintings, Max’s autobiographical memories pass in his 
mind’s eye as fixed-images in general as alluded to in the novel. ‘Memory dislikes 
motion, preferring to hold things still […]. (The Sea, 221) Max Morden explicitly 
remembers incidents of his holidays in Ballyless, particularly permanent 
impressions of the Grace family in the form of photographs even though no 
photographs of the remembered events were taken then. In a way Max Morden’s 
memory works similar to the process of taking photographs, in that he regards 
memory as ‘an opportunity to experience a moment from the past in the present.’ 
(Sjöberg, 81) Even though we wish for a photographic memory, our capacity for 
remembering does not work like a camera.186 ‘We extract key elements from our 
experiences and store them. We then recreate or reconstruct our experiences rather 
than retrieve copies of them.’ (Schacter, 9) The protagonist mistakes this normal, 
dynamic functioning of memory for an irritating blockage of recollection. 
 
 
3.4.2 Dynamic Memory and its Distortions 
 
The depiction of memory as a fixed, passive phenomenon that works like an 
unchangeable photograph is also challenged by Vladimir Nabokov, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, Paul Ricoeur and other scholars who advocate an active approach to 
memory.187 Marcel Proust’s writings reflect this view of memory characterized by 
mutability:  
[E]very remembered event leaves a trace, a trace that later stands in 
relation to all following memories. […] Memory here becomes a 
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dynamic and perpetual movement through the various layers of 
consciousness. (Sjöberg, 69) 
 
This dynamic approach depicts memory as ‘a spoonful of milk dissolved in water, 
and not [as an] imprint of a seal in wax’ (Rosinska, 31), which is a metaphor 
acting on a dictum by the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclites. ‘[Y]ou cannot 
step into the same river twice since ever- new waters flow through it.’ (Sjöberg, 
81) Both analogies explain why the protagonist’s attempts to cling to his past 
memories as to unchangeable photographs are doomed to failure and he resents 
memory’s unreliability when he tries to recall a name without avail. ‘What was 
her name? What was it. No, it will not come- so much for Memory’s prodigious 
memory.’ (The Sea, 161) Another time Max’s memories get mixed up and 
although he retrieves the past events truly and describes them in detail, he cannot 
assign them to the correct source which, according to Schacter, is indicative of the 
memory’s malfunction of misattribution.188  
But wait, this is wrong. This cannot have been the day of the kiss. 
When we left the picture- house it was evening, an evening after rain, 
and now it is the middle of an afternoon, hence that soft sunlight, that 
meandering breeze. […] Really, Madam Memory, I take back all my 
praise, if it is Memory herself who is at work here and not some other, 
more fanciful muse. (The Sea, 163) 
 
Given the current situation in Max’s life he would prefer memory’s stillness and 
immutability thus he disavows memory’s distortions and vainly tries to work 
against forgetting. Reliable memories of his past would keep him grounded and 
distract him from the grief for Anna and from his unpromising future. He is riled 
at his blackouts concerning his childhood memories but at the same time he is 
helpless in the face of it.  
There are times, they occur with increasing frequency nowadays, when 
I seem to know nothing, when everything I did know seems to have 
fallen out of my mind like a shower of rain, and I am gripped for a 
moment in paralysed dismay, waiting for it all to come back but with 
no certainty that it will. (The Sea, 212) 
 
Max is not only concerned about the forgetting of experiences from his distant 
past but also fears that the picture of Anna will fade away one day and that she 
will be buried in oblivion. According to Daniel Schacter, Max’s forgetfulness and 
fading of the past is a natural part of the human process of memory which he 
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refers to as memory’s sin of transience189 characterized by ‘a weakening or loss of 
memory over time.’ (Schacter, 4) Max fights this forgetting which he considers as 
‘an attack on the reliability of memory, […] a weakness.’ (Ricoeur, 413) 
I was thinking of Anna. I make myself think of her, I do it as an 
exercise. She is lodged in me like a knife and yet I am beginning to 
forget her. Already the image of her that I hold in my head is fraying, 
bits of pigments, flakes of gold leaf, are chipping off. Will the entire 
canvas be empty one day? (The Sea, 215) 
 
Following Paul Ricoeur, the erratic nature of memory is ‘caused by memory’s 
affinity to “the imaginary”- the “putting-into-images, bordering on the 
hallucinatory function of the imagination.” ’(Ricoeur, 54, quoted in Friberg, 
Waters and Memories, 246) Even though autobiographical memory ‘includes 
mental imagery and typically a strong belief that the memory is veridical’ 
(Brewer, 32, quoted in van Eckert, 12) some of Max’s memories become blurred 
and can only be retrieved as distorted pictures which, like photographs, ‘are 
perched at the edge between memory and […] forgetting.’ (Hirsch, 22) Following 
Schacter’s study of memory’s malfunctions the distorted reconstruction of 
childhood memories might be assigned to the so- called sin of bias which 
[…] reflects the powerful influences of our current knowledge and 
beliefs on how we remember our pasts. We often edit or entirely 
rewrite our previous experiences- unknowingly or unconsciously- in 
light of what we now know or believe. (Schacter, 5) 
 
In the following example taken from The Sea Max’s bias of memory relates to the 
different perspective he has as an adult compared to the spatial sense of a ten-
year-old. Thus everything appears smaller and seems to have contracted. 
I found that the model of the house in my head, try as it would to 
accommodate to the original, kept coming up against a stubborn 
resistance. Everything was slightly out of scale, all angles slightly out 
of true. The staircase was steeper, the landing pokier […]. (The Sea, 
156) 
 
It is also stated in St. Augustine that ‚remembering transforms our primary 
experience and […] reaching that experience is not always possible.’ (Rosinska, 
31) Even though Max is panic- stricken at first when he realizes that his memories 
of the past do not comply with historical fact he finally leaves the past behind and 
accepts that ‘[e]ach visit, and re- visit, to a memory also implies altering the 
                                               
189
 cf. Schacter, 12-39. 
 62
memory’ (Sjöberg, 70) or with regard to Schacter, memory ‘says more about what 
we feel now than about what happened then.’ (Schacter, 5) 
I experienced a sense almost of panic as the real, the crassly 
complacent real, took hold of the things I thought I remembered and 
shook them into its own shape. Something precious was dissolving and 
pouring away between my fingers. Yet how easily, in the end, I let it 
go. The past, I mean the real past, matters less than we pretend. (The 
Sea, 156-157) 
 
The protagonist seems to approve to a certain extent that ‘the ability to forget is 
essential to life, also to human life.’ (Rosinska, 33) According to Nietzsche, it is 
important ‘to reach that balance, to find the limit, “the line” which will divide 
what must be remembered from what must be forgotten […]. (Rosinska, 33)  
 
 
3.5 Some “Sites of Memory” in The Sea 
 
In the following consideration of the sites of memory in The Sea I will refer to 
Pierre Nora, ‘the inventor of “places of memory” (Ricoeur, 401), who 
distinguishes between different categories of memory- sites in his first article 
“Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire” (1984).190 Nora’s main 
focus is on ‘the differences and the complicated relationship between history and 
memory.’ (Kitzmann, Introduction, 10)  
‘Everything is contemporary in postmodern thought’ (Kitzmann, Introduction, 15) 
hence the dividing line between past and present and accordingly between history 
and memory becomes blurred.191 Here Nora alludes to the postmodern concern 
about ‘[t]he acceleration of history’ (Nora, Between Memory and History, 7) 
which has caused a decline of tradition and customs. It has contributed to the 
increased preoccupation with memory, 'a phenomenon that is always actual, a 
living tie with the eternal present, [whereas] history [is] a representation of the 
past.’ (Ricoeur, 402)  
 
The ‘milieux de memoire, settings in which memory is a real part of everyday 
experience‘, (Ricoeur, 404) have got lost through the decline of tradition. Hence 
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this “genuine memory” (Kitzmann, Introduction, 11) has become an endangered 
phenomenon ‘unless one takes the responsibility to recapture it through individual 
means.’ (Nora, Between Memory and History, 16)  
In order to cling to their past and to uphold history people have established lieux 
de mémoire, sites of memory whose 
[…]most fundamental purpose […] is to stop time, to block the work 
of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize death, to 
materialize the immaterial- just as if gold were the only memory of 
money- all of this in order to capture a maximum of meaning in the 
fewest of things […] (Nora, Between Memory and History, 19) 
 
In her article ‘Waters and Memories always Divide: Sites of Memory in John 
Banville’s The Sea’192, Hedda Friberg has already analysed a number of sites of 
memory with reference to the mentioned article by Nora. She has worked out 
details of the male protagonist’s attempt to write a monograph on Bonnard and 
referred to it as a portable site.193 Furthermore she explored the guesthouse 
‘Cedars’ as a monumental/ architectural site194 and concluded her study with the 
presentation of the bay as a purely topographical and the beach as both a 
topographical and a commemorative site.195 I will not dwell on her conclusions 
but try to expand the analysis by adding some more aspects and other lieux de 
mémoire found in the novel such as Anna’s photographs and trees.  
 
 
3.5.1 Anna’s Photographs as Sites of Memory 
 
In hospital Anna has revived her interest in photography and she has taken 
expressive pictures of dying people to call attention to the ‘concreteness of death.’ 
(Izarra, 195) With her last words, ‘I have stopped time’ (The Sea, 240), Anna 
might have referred to the mystery she has conjured up as a photographer ‘at the 
moment the button is pressed and ‘time is stopped in its tracks’.’ (Izarra, 195)  
Anna is taking ‘pictures of horror’ (Hirsch, 20) of dying patients in the nursing 
home nevertheless their facial expressions indicate that they meet death calmly. 
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‘What was most striking to me about the people pictured was the calmly smiling 
way in which they displayed their wounds, their stitches, their suppurations.’ (The 
Sea, 181)  
 
Following Nora’s classification, the photographs might be characterized as a 
composite site of memory ‘in which the commemorative element is only one amid 
many symbolic meanings.’ (Nora, Between Memory and History, 23) 
Anna creates a site of remembrance in order to ‘block the work of forgetting’ 
(Nora, Between Memory and History, 19) through taking photographs of other 
dying patients. Anna’s intention might be to keep a record of the people’s fate 
which reflects her own fear of being forgotten because she has not left a persistent 
and memorable mark, why she has got the notion that her life has been 
meaningless. At the time when Max and Anna got to know each other, Anna’s 
aspiration was to become a photographer but she did not put it into action 
eventually,196 which she seems to regret. Similar to Max’s vain attempt to produce 
a work of a lifetime, a portable site of memory in terms of a memorandum197, 
Anna takes the photographs in order to accomplish something substantial and 
meaningful in the end. For the purpose of immortalizing herself the photos may 
provide ‘some illusion of continuity over time and space.’(Hirsch, xi) 
In some respects Anna’s photographs are dedicated to the doomed men who will 
soon perish and are thus worthy of a memento. Hence they represent a 
monumental site of memory as they are virtual ‘monuments to the dead, […] 
ensembles constructed over time’ (Nora, Between Memory and History, 22). 
 
The doomed people’s appearance and facial expression on the photographs are 
described in detail in the novel, which reflects Banville’s fondness for ekphrasis 
in the narrative, which is concisely defined as ‘the verbal representation of 
graphic representation.’(Heffernan, 299) 
Max Morden’s story brings with it a direct meeting of Banville’s 
ekphrastic acme of photography with the sheer physicality of death and 
dying. While dying herself from cancer, Morden’s wife Anna takes up 
photography again and exercises its evidential power in taking forensic 
pictures of other patients, bringing to mind Roland Barthes’s pointed 
association of the power of photography with death […] (Kenny, 63) 
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Against the background of the terminal illness Anna’s photographs may 
symbolize a certain wish for timelessness and her desperate attempt to battle life’s 
transience. Moreover the pitiless exposure of dying people ‘brings out most 
forcefully photography’s connection to death, and thus the power of photographs 
as media of mourning.’ (Hirsch, 256) Anna claims that the photographs are her 
indictment and Max does not understand what she means by that. Presumably 
Anna’s photos illustrate an ‘act of resistance against forgetting’ (Hirsch, 256) by 
showing the ‘immediacy of life at the moment photographed, transformed in the 
instant of this recognition into the death […] that soon [will follow].’ (Hirsch, 
256) Barthes also emphasizes the interrelation of life and death in photography. 
Life is the presence of the object before the camera and the “carnal 
medium” of light which produces its image; death is the “having-been- 
there” of the object- the radical break, the finality introduced by the 
past tense. […] The [having- been- there] of the photograph created the 
scene of mourning shared by those who are left to look at the picture. 
(Hirsch, 20) 
 
Those inheritors of the photographs succeed the memories emanating from the 
images too. Marianne Hirsch has devised the term “post-memory” to describe this 
second- generation memory that is transferred 
[…]through repetition of telling stories, and showing photographs and 
viewing (home) movies. What was an ancestor’s experience is relived 
in the present in a subject who had no first hand experience of the 
event. (Sjöberg, 76) 
 
The protagonist of The Sea approaches memory in a similar way because he is 
convinced that the offspring will esteem the memories of their parents’ generation 
but he also keeps the ‘mortality of memory’ (Kenny, 63) in the next but one 
generation in perspective. ‘Yes, things endure while the living lapse.’ (The Sea, 9) 
We carry the dead with us only until we die too, and then it is we who 
are borne along for a little while, and then our bearers in their turn 
drop, and so on into the unimaginable generations. I remember Anna, 
our daughter Claire will remember Anna and remember me, then 
Claire will be gone and there will be those who remember her but not 
us, and that will be our final dissolution. True, there will be something 
of us, that will remain, a fading photograph, a lock of hair, a few 
fingerprints, a sprinkling of atoms in the air of the room where we 
breathed our last, yet none of this will be us, what we are and were, but 
only the dust of the dead. (The Sea, 119) 
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3.5.2 Trees as Symbolic Sites of Memory 
 
The symbolism of trees and its connection to memory is worth exploring since the 
repeated references to different kinds of trees in The Sea are striking. Especially 
the symbolism of the cedar as the eponym for the pension ‘Cedars’ where Max is 
returning to after Anna’s death might be revealing. In Celtic tradition the 
symbolism of the cedar signifies ‘protection from harm and evil forces’198, hence 
it is obvious that the name of the pension is chosen deliberately. The pension 
‘Cedars’ is part of Max Morden’s distant past which is a retreat for him199 and 
especially in times of grief for Anna he feels protected in the house which is 
intrinsically tied to his childhood. In this regard the ‘Cedars’ is a “site of 
commemoration”, defined as ‘places of refuge, sanctuaries of spontaneous 
devotion and silent pilgrimage, where one finds the living heart of memory.’ 
(Nora, 23) The commemorative element is crucial since ‘“purely material” sites 
[such as the guesthouse ‘Cedars’] become lieux de mémoire “only if the 
imagination invests [them] with a symbolic aura.” ’ (Nora 1989, 19, quoted in 
Bardenstein, 148) 
 
Besides the cedar the pine tree is repeatedly mentioned in one of Max’s childhood 
memories when he was on holiday in Ballyless. Once he attended a picnic with 
the Grace family in the shadow of a crooked pine that ‘soughed above us, and 
there was a smell of pine needles […] (The Sea, 114). The pine  
[…] represents eternal life, suggesting tranquillity, faithfulness, and 
integrity. […] [W]ith its twin needles [it] is also used in weddings to 
symbolize long life, however if one of the needles dies, so does the 
other.200 
 
The symbolism of the pine’s twin needles, which can only survive together, might 
allude to the doom of the Grace twins Chloe and Myles who are affiliated with 
each other and inseparably linked till death.201  
 
In Pierre Nora’s classification of lieux de mémoire the trees mentioned repeatedly 
in The Sea can be regarded as symbolic sites of memory due to their symbolically 
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charged nature. Furthermore they are topographical sites as they ‘owe everything 
to the specificity of their location and to being rooted in the ground.’ (Nora, 22) 
The root system of trees emblematizes the human yearning for rootedness and a 
sense of belonging to a place.202 ‘The tree with its firm base symbolises that 
concept of ‘roots’ and an element of an ongoing relationship with our 
surroundings.’ (Partridge203) After his parents had split up Max’s local identity got 
lost and henceforward he ached for a homecoming to a place where he felt safe 
and at home. Max’s mother was looking for a job unremittingly and in vain, 
searching constantly for a new place to become a “home”; that is why mother and 
son constantly relocated.  
We moved to the city, she and I, where she thought there would surely 
be more opportunities for her […] and she was convinced that 
somewhere there awaited her the ideal position. So we shifted from 
place to place, from lodging house to lodging house, arriving at a new 
one always it seemed on a drizzly evening in winter. They were all 
alike, those rooms, or are so at least in my memory of them. (The Sea, 
196) 
 
Even as a grown- up man Max feels as if being always on the run and suffers from 
a feeling of homelessness which is attended by a haunting feeling of 
meaninglessness of his existence. Max reflects on the pitchpine floor at the Cedars 
which has a whiff of the ocean for him204 and he ‘imagine[s] an old seafarer 
dozing by the fire, landlubbered at last, and the winter gale rattling the window 
frames. Oh, to be him. To have been him.’ (The Sea, 5) Even though the sailor’s 
expression ‘landlubber’ has a negative connotation, as it describes a non- 
seaworthy person, in this context it seems ‘to mean that the old seafarer is on dry 
land at last, safe and at home. (Imhof, Was’t Well Done?, 177) Max wishes he 
could be in the old sailor’s stead to look back on a fulfilled, meaningful life and to 
know where to return to in the end. Instead, Max is a frustrated, rootless sixty-
year-old who does not know ‘what or where exactly home might be’ (The Sea, 
24), not even in his dreams. 
 
In memories of the more recent past, trees convey a certain symbolic meaning. 
The beech as a ‘symbol of stability and evenness’205, may stand for Max’s and 
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Anna’s ‘seemingly frozen memory- fragments of an idealized time’ (Bardenstein, 
151) before their world fell apart. When Max accompanies Anna to the 
consultation he reflects on the tree in front of Mr Todd’s surgery, while the doctor 
prepares himself to confront Anna and her husband with the shattering diagnosis 
of an incurable cancer.  
Directly below me there was an oak, or perhaps a beech, I am never 
sure of those big deciduous trees, […] but a noble thing, anyway, the 
summer’s green of its broad canopy hardly silvered yet with autumn’s 
hoar. (The Sea, 14) 
 
It is worth mentioning that the protagonist refers to the oak with regard to the 
diagnosis of Anna’s terminal illness. This moment displays a fundamental change 
in the couple’s lives, which complies with the Celtic Symbolism of the oak: it 
stands for ‘the turning of the year, […] a time when the sun starts his movement 
into darkness and is sacrificed to darkness as the earth begins to move back into 
winter.’206 Furthermore the oak ‘represents the trial we all go through in life’207, 
which applies to Anna who meets her fate. 
It is noticeable that Max alludes to trees in connection to both Chloe and Anna; 
hence the trees in the novel assume the function of “monumental sites of 
memory” by which the protagonist immortalizes the dead loved ones. 
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4. Some Basic Principles of Logotherapy Applied to the Characters’ 
 Search for Meaning in The Sea  
 
4.1 Introductory Comment 
 
The following chapter provides basic theoretical background information with 
regard to the main characters’ search for meaning in life in the face of terminal 
illness, death and grief. Against the background of their suffering the novel’s 
elderly character Max takes stock of his and Anna’s lives and in doing so he tries 
to ascribe meaning to their lives in retrospect. Thus the intention is to get to the 
bottom of the question theoretically why the novel’s characters have difficulties to 
conceive life as a meaningful existence in general and in view of death in 
particular. 
 
In order to find an answer to this question I will draw on Viktor E. Frankl’s 
logotherapy, ‘a psychotherapy that is oriented toward meaning and that reorients 
the patient toward meaning.’ (Frankl, Existential Analysis, 1) In this context it is 
important to clarify that logotherapists do not impose meanings and values on 
people.208 Even though logotherapy wants to convince people that meaning exists 
it cannot give meaning to people but can only motivate them to take the 
responsibility to discover meaning themselves.209 
 
Within the limits of this chapter I cannot go into detail of Frankl’s vast work of a 
lifetime developed over six decades and the contributions of his successors hence 
it makes no claim to be complete. Frankl established logotherapy’s principles in 
terms of three triads.  
The first triad is constituted by freedom of will, will to meaning, and 
meaning of life. Meaning of life is composed of the second triad- 
creative, experiential, and attitudinal values. And attitudinal values are 
subdivided into the third [tragic] triad- meaningful attitudes to pain, 
guilt and death. (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 73) 
 
I will restrict the theoretical framework to some basic principles pertinent to the 
analysis of the novel’s characters in chapter 5, but I will not deal with 
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logotherapy’s applications because I am not qualified enough to apply a 
psychotherapeutic method. 
 
In the context of logotherapy the Greek term logos ‘is taken in the twofold sense 
of “meaning” and “spirit”‘ (Tweedie, 28) and it is important to mention that the 
spiritual dimension is not seen in a religious context but refers to what Frankl calls 
the noological or noetic dimension of logotherapy.210 It does not turn logotherapy 
into a religious therapy even though the term logos is of particular importance for 
Christianity.211 
Christ is presented in the New Testament as the incarnate Logos, 
which, in turn, is identified with God. Therefore, for the Christian, all 
meaning and value is realized through Christ, the Logos, and authentic 
existence is found only in Him. Thus it is conceivable that a hasty 
conclusion might assume the identity of logotherapy and a specific 
Christian therapy. (Tweedie, 28) 
 
Nonetheless Frankl, a religious man himself, who acted on the Ten 
Commandments,212 noticed that religious people who believe in divine providence 
are most likely capable of finding meaning in any circumstance and to cope with 
all challenges in an existential way.213 
 
According to Frankl the term Existential Analysis, borrowed from the 
philosophical movement of Existentialism, is synonymous with logotherapy.214 
Thus Viktor Frankl caused a lot of confusion in American psychological literature 
by applying the commonly used term Existential Analysis to his newly explored 
psychotherapy.215 Possibly on this account Frankl has referred to his 
psychotherapy only as logotherapy in the last twenty years. His successor Alfried 
Längle specified that Frankl regarded Existential Analysis as the theoretical 
framework whereas logotherapy was the realisation into practice and it was 
Längle who revived the term Existential Analysis without Frankl’s consent.216 In 
                                               
210
 cf. Frankl, Will to Meaning, 17. 
211
 cf. Tweedie, 28. 
212
 cf. DuBois, 48. 
213
 cf. Gilmore, http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/s4/f2/dsk2/ftp04/mq24379.pdf, 62, 
22.09.08 
214
 cf. Frankl, Existential Analysis, 1. 
215
 cf. Tweedie, 36. 
216
 Alfried Längle in interview with Uschi Schleich on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of 
Frankl’s death on 2 September 1997, 
http://www.wienerzeitung.at/DesktopDefault.aspx?TabID=4664&Alias=wzo&cob=299074, 
19.12.07 
 71 
this diploma thesis the term logotherapy will be used without going into the 
comprehensive subject of the underlying Existential Philosophy because it would 
go beyond the scope of this thesis.  
 
This “Third Viennese School of Psychotherapy”, succeeding Sigmund Freud’s 
Psychoanalysis and Viktor Adler’s Social Psychology217, is the scientific basis of 
the subsequent characterisation and the analysis of the characters’ pursuit of 
meaning in chapter 5. Following Frankl ‘this striving to find a meaning in one’s 
life is the primary motivational force in man’ (Frankl, Man’s Search, 104) thus he 
shaped the will to meaning as distinguished from Freud’s will to pleasure and 
Adler’s will to power.218 Meaning is essential to human life since both success and 
failure depend on how much meaning is attributed to life and meaninglessness 
reduces humans to despair.219 
 
Finally it is important to point to Frankl’s negligent use of female pronouns in his 
scientific papers. Since the notation of solely male pronouns relating to both 
genders is outdated I will italicize the male pronouns in quotations of Frankl 
indicating that they are meant to relate to both sexes.220 
 
 
4.2 The Essence of Human Existence 
 
One of the basic assumptions of logotherapy is that humans are a three- 
dimensional entity composed of the physical, psychological and the spiritual 
dimension. Frankl refers to this human spirit as the noetic dimension deriving 
from the Greek word noös which stands for mind. Frankl combines everything 
that is particularly human with this term.221  
The noetic (spiritual, specifically human) dimension contains such 
qualities as our will to meaning, our goal orientation, ideas and ideals, 
creativity, imagination, faith, love that goes beyond the physical, a 
conscience beyond the superego, self- transcendence, commitments, 
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responsibility, a sense of humor, and the freedom of choice making. 
(Fabry, 19) 
 
Thus in the following it is dealt with all the qualities belonging to the noetic 
dimension. It is only the noetic dimension which offers a human being freedom of 
will because we are captured in our bodies and driven by our psyche but we only 
have free choice within the dimension of the spirit.222 
 
 
4.2.1 Human Freedom of the Will 
 
Humans are not free in choosing their special talents or the social background 
they descend from, but those factors are determined by fate. Fate also reaches 
beyond human’s free will223, but the crucial point is that due to their capacity of 
self- detachment humans are at least always free to choose their attitude towards 
any circumstance.224 
Free will refers to the freedom of human will which is the will of a being 
characterized by its finiteness hence freedom is not unconditional but happens 
within certain limitations. ‘[W]e may not be able to free ourselves from these 
limitations, but we always have the capacity to take a stand toward them.’ (Fabry, 
xvi) Frankl’s notion of human free will plays a decisive role in one of 
logotherapy’s main principles, that there is meaning even in suffering which is 
described in detail in chapter 4.5.2.  
 
Following the principles of Existential Philosophy people are regarded as active 
and experiencing human beings free to choose between the possibilities that are 
offered to them. Moreover they are prompted to put the opportunities into action 
and to appreciate their chance to grow. Within the conditions of life it is our free 
decision whether we realize our opportunities or not.225  
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4.2.2 Responsibility and Responsibleness  
 
‘In logotherapeutic terms, freedom to lead a meaningful life is followed by the 
acceptance of responsibility.’ (Fabry, 110) Human free will is intrinsically tied to 
our responsibility for our lives which means that we have to be “response- able” 
to the demands on us.226 Frankl clarifies that we may not expect anything from 
life or assume that life supplies the demand for a life- task specific to each of us. 
On the contrary we must realise that we are tested by life and in order to find 
meaning we have to accept that challenge by responding to what life offers to 
us.227 Hence, logotherapy regards the responsibleness for one’s life as ‘the very 
essence of human existence.’ (Frankl, Man’s Search, 114) This notion of 
responsibleness in logotherapy is adopted from Martin Buber’s ethical concept of 
responsibility which acts on the etymological meaning of the word 
“responsibility” namely ‘being answerable, being under the obligation to 
respond.’ (Vogel, 164) 
 
We are not free if we abdicate our responsibility. Freedom is a positive value if it 
is regarded as a freedom to opt for the one or the other opportunity and to be 
committed to one’s decision, but it is a negative value if it is viewed as freedom 
from responsibility.228 Life becomes meaningful only if it is led responsibly but 
then Fabry asks rightly,  
If responsibility is the cure for meaninglessness, why do we suffer 
more today from meaninglessness than ever before? Are we less 
responsible than Vikings, Crusaders, or Huns? (Fabry, 120)  
 
In order to guard against misunderstandings logotherapy distinguishes between 
responsibility and responsibleness. The former is inflicted on humans from an 
outer authority such as the family, the church, educational institutions or 
employers whereas the latter is a free choice and logotherapy supports us to 
appreciate this freedom.  
Responsibleness means inner discipline. We respond not because we 
are forced to but because we so decide. […] Responsibility without 
freedom is tyranny. Freedom without responsibleness is arbitrariness, 
leading to boredom, emptiness, anxiety and neurosis. (Fabry, 121) 
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Nowadays authority from above is no longer approved of but we have not entirely 
accepted our inner authority either which leads to feelings of abandon, 
rootlessness, disorientation and thus meaninglessness.229 
 
Our responsibleness and the freedom to lead a meaningful life is a gift but a 
burden at the same time because we are urged to make a decision at each moment 
in life and we are responsible for each decision. That is why some people prefer to 
consider themselves as not free because it is more comfortable not to bear the 
consequences of decisions in case of one’s failure.230 Those people act very 
naïvely by looking forward to receiving a present from life. It seems as if they 
want to reclaim something from life for being born into the world without having 
been asked. They expect the fulfilment of their wishes and demands from 
someone else hence they are always dependent in life. 
 
Independent people, who are aware of their responsibleness, wait patiently for 
opportunities that will come to fulfil meaning in life. They are future-oriented and 
looking forward to the opportunities life offers in order to use them. They are 
open- minded about life’s challenges and want to face up to them. They are eager 
to make the most of even the worst condition, to grow and to deal with the current 
circumstances. From their point of view life is filled with possibilities, thus it is 
filled with meaning.231 Those “free” people recognize that even though  
[…] we cannot change our past, […] we are not its slave either. We 
can change our present and influence our future. We have limitations 
but also freedom within these. To use this freedom can make the 
difference between a full and an empty life; but if not used 
responsibly, freedom will turn into meaningless arbitrariness. (Fabry, 
169) 
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4.3 “The Will to Meaning” 
 
Due to the exclusively human feature to transcend oneself, it is only humans who 
can ask for the meaning of life and it renders possible to reflect on our existence 
whereas animals rely on their instincts.232 In this human attempt to get to the 
bottom of one’s existence the following question is of paramount importance, 
namely “What is the purpose of life?” and according to logotherapy the “Will to 
Meaning” is the lived answer to this burning question.233 
 
Frankl subsumed the purpose of life by acting on a maxim by Friedrich Nietzsche, 
“[Those] who [have] a Why to live for can bear almost any How.”234 The Why in 
this context refers to the unique meaning of one’s life achieved by means of 
existential values like creative activities, experiences or attitudes and not by any 
routine job. Furthermore the Why emphasizes the individual’s uniqueness and 
irretrievability and the human capacity to perceive the deeper significance of each 
situation in life enables people to bear almost any misery which validates the 
second part of Nietzsche’s motto.235 
 
According to Frankl, ‘the will to meaning could be defined as the basic striving of 
man to find and fulfil meaning and purpose.’ (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 35) This 
quest for meaning is the paramount human motive force exceeding all other urges 
and in logotherapeutic terms every human being is geared to the pursuit of 
meaning in life which succeeds if the specific human capacity of self- 
transcendence is achieved.236 Human existence always needs to transcend itself, 
which means ‘being directed and pointing to something or someone other than 
itself.’ (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 26)  
The question, What am I if I do it for my own sake only- requires the 
answer: In no event a truly human being. For it is a characteristic 
constituent of human existence that it transcends itself, that it reaches 
out for something other than itself. To put it in Augustinian terms, 
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man’s heart is restless unless he has found, and fulfilled, meaning and 
purpose in life. (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 55) 
 
 
4.3.1 Noö- Dynamics versus Inner Equilibrium 
 
The human quality of self- transcendence, which means to reach out beyond 
oneself, emphasizes logotherapy’s basic principle of tension in contrast to the 
homeostasis principle which other motivation theories act upon.237 The gist of the 
homeostasis principle is that humans basically strive ‘to satisfy drives and 
instincts, to gratify needs, and all this just in order to maintain or restore an inner 
equilibrium, a state without tension.’ (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 162)  
 
It is important to clarify that in logotherapeutic terms the tensions do not concern 
bodily or psychogenic tensions but relate to the tensions of the human spirit 
located in the noological dimension hence Frankl called them  
“noö- dynamics,” i.e., the existential dynamics in a polar field of 
tension where one pole is represented by a meaning that is to be 
fulfilled and the other pole be the man who has to fulfil it. (Frankl, 
Man’s Search, 110)  
 
Following Frankl the tensions between reality and ideals, between what people are 
at the moment and what they are intended for,238 are healthy tensions because they 
motivate people to strive for real meaning in life. Thus they have to confront 
themselves with their potentialities in order to become aware of their vocation, of 
what they are ‘in truth’ which builds on Buber’s concept of the “true self”239. This 
notion involves that ‘I am responsible not to myself as I am now but to the real, 
authentic self that I ought to be.’ (Vogel, 166) 
 
Other motivational theories such as Freud’s will to pleasure, Adler’s will to power 
and Maslov’s will to self- actualization are merely secondary effects of the will to 
meaning.240 Frankl disclaims the pleasure principle with its ultimate goal to satisfy 
one’s drives in order to achieve a state of inner equilibrium because Frankl is 
convinced that pleasure cannot be intention but only effect. The more people aim 
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for pleasure or even more enforce it for the mere sake of itself, the more they will 
miss it.241 
Furthermore Frankl challenges the fashionable pursuit of self- realization because 
it is mere egoism. Therefore it is contrary to the concept of human self- 
transcendence. Thus he claims that only those people are self- absorbed whose 
search for meaning has failed.242 Consequently they return to themselves like a 
boomerang that has missed its target.243  
Only to the extent to which man fulfils a meaning out there in the 
world, does he fulfil himself. If he sets out to actualize himself rather 
than fulfil a meaning, self- actualization immediately loses its 
justification. I would say self- actualization is the unintentional effect 
of life’s intentionality. (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 38) 
 
The pursuit of happiness or the longing for peace of mind are similar phenomena 
because the more people strive for such a state of mind the more it evades them. 
We must not search for happiness but for a reason to become happy.244  
Happiness ensues if we have a reason to be happy. If, on the other 
hand, we pursue happiness, it becomes the objective of our motivation 
and, worse, the object of our attention. […] It is the pursuit of meaning 
that counts. The pursuit of happiness amounts to a self- contradiction: 
the more it is pursued, the less it is attained. (Fabry, 79-80) 
 
Even though people tend to directly pursue conditions that have to ensue from a 
meaningful task, Frankl was convinced that at heart healthy people actually aim 
for this meaning, a cause which then leads to the effect. He exemplified this 
notion through a person’s experience of grief and this case study is mentioned 
here in order to apply it to the neurotic behaviour of the grieving protagonist of 
The Sea.  
 
Frankl emphasized that mourners respond to grief as follows provided that they 
are healthy. He assumed that healthy individuals who grieve for a dead loved one 
and who are therefore depressed would reject to take a tranquilizer or to drink 
alcohol to produce relief from the depression. Healthy people recognize that they 
cannot drown their grief and that even hard drugs do not change their situation 
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much less do they revive the beloved. In short, the cause of the depression 
continues to be, thus the healthy individual will be engaged in the coping with 
grief instead of eliminating the depression. People who suffer from neurotic 
escapism or other kinds of neuroses tend to fool themselves and are convinced 
that they can repress the causes for their current situation.245 
 
In summary the reasons to become happy, to self- actualize or to feel pleasure can 
only be found by means of the realisation of the human primary motivation to 
fulfil meaning and values and it is people’s responsibility to realise existential 
values. First of all humans have to transcend themselves towards meaningful 
values, which are either creative activities such as meaningful vocational tasks or 
experiences of beauty or of a true love. Finally humans may discover meaning 
through attitudinal values which are important in times of crucial events such as 
suffering from inevitable pain or the grief for a beloved. I will elaborate on those 
key elements on the way to meaning in another subchapter. 
 
For lack of meaningful activities and experiences today, it has become difficult 
for people to find meaning in life which often results in an existential frustration, 
in a feeling of meaninglessness and people end in what is called the existential 
vacuum.246 
 
 
4.3.2 The Frustrated Will to Meaning: Existential Vacuum 
 
One of his successors has referred to Frankl’s logotherapy as “Sinn- Lehre gegen 
die Sinleere” (Längle, 9) which alludes to a central issue of the modern and 
postmodern human which existential analysis has to attend to, namely the 
frustration of the will to meaning. 
Thus after having described the will to meaning I will now touch on the so- called 
existential frustration. There the theme of the loss of tradition recurs, which has 
been central to the previous chapters and it again reveals a basic phenomenon. 
‘[T]raditional cornerstones are crumbling’ (Fabry, 96) hence people lose their 
footing and suffer from a feeling of disorientation and meaninglessness which is 
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reflected in a phenomenon that is called Existential Vacuum in logotherapy247 and 
another time Frankl refers to it as ‘a ‘lived’ nihilism.’ (Frankl, Existential 
Analysis, 9) Frankl is contended that there are more reasons that have led to the 
feeling of an inner void. 
First, in contrast to an animal, no drives and instincts tell man what he 
must do. Second, in contrast to former times, no conventions, 
traditions, and values tell him what he should do; and often he does not 
even know what he basically wishes to do. Instead he wishes to do 
what other people do, or he does what other people wish him to do. 
That is to say, he falls prey to conformism or totalitarianism […] 
(Frankl, Will to Meaning, 83) 
 
Conformist behaviour is more common among adolescents who deliberately 
abandon themselves to the peer pressure in order to evade decision-making and to 
shift personal responsibility on to someone else. In case of totalitarian behaviour 
people consider themselves to be at the mercy of some external pressure thus they 
deny their free decision-making ability.248 
 
Furthermore society affords no hold anymore and without moral guidance 
people’s lives become pointless and futile and they are caught in an existential 
vacuum. In order to get out of this vicious circle of longing for inner equilibrium 
on the one hand and suffering from a lack of tensions and challenges on the other 
hand, people will need to respond to their conscience. They have to discover their 
own unique meanings of life and live up to their own values to resist conformist 
or totalitarian bondage.  
The existential vacuum is reflected in feelings of boredom and apathy and people 
tend to compensate the lack of tension and demands either in a positive way or in 
a destructive way. There are those who go in for sports and with it intentionally 
meet a challenge whereas others are challenged by self-destructive thrills close to 
illegality, in both cases the inner void manifests itself in an addictive behaviour.249 
 
Existential frustration is often misinterpreted as a mental disease hence it is 
wrongly assigned to the psychical dimension although it is rather an existential 
emergency.250 It is a normal human condition to question life’s meaning from 
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time to time and to experience times when it seems life misses any meaning. This 
feeling of meaninglessness may even trigger the search for meaning in the first 
place. People may have been oblivious to their will to meaning until it has become 
frustrated hence the existential vacuum might be regarded as a challenge to fill the 
inner void eventually.251 
 
Nevertheless the existential frustration may result in a mental disease and people 
can get stuck in the existential vacuum in case of a crucial event in life that comes 
along with the existing meaninglessness. A crucial event such as the diagnosis of 
a terminal illness might finally overwhelm the person who has already regarded 
life as meaningless beforehand. Those people might yield to despair and are not 
able to recognize that life is filled with meaningful moments in any 
circumstance.252  
 
The neuroses differ from psychogenic neuroses insofar as they originate from 
problems concerning the specifically human and noological dimension 
respectively hence they are called noogenic neuroses.253 While psychogenic 
neuroses might result from clashes of drives, noogenic neuroses arise from value 
conflicts or the unrequited yearning for the ultimate meaning of life254 dealt with 
in the next chapter. They ‘have originally and genuinely been caused by a spiritual 
problem, by a moral conflict, or by an existential crisis.’ (Frankl, Existential 
Analysis, 7) It is especially this kind of neurosis logotherapy is concerned with 
since its main objective is ‘to bring about within the patient a transformation of 
attitude, […] to orient and to direct the patient to a concrete, personal meaning.’ 
(Frankl, Existential Analysis, 8) 
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4.4 The Ultimate Meaning of Life  
 
In the following I will touch on what is called the ultimate meaning of life which 
is located in a dimension that transcends human reason. Logotherapy refers to this 
humanly intangible dimension as the supra-meaning which implies that logos goes 
beyond logical reasoning.255 The ultimate meaning  
[…] presupposes an order in which we as individuals have a part, even 
if it is infinitesimal. The order may be called God, life, nature- or […] 
the ecosystem. God’s order (the will, the word, of God, the traditional 
translation of logos) is not always clear to us mortals. (Fabry, 34) 
 
The ultimate meaning of life is inscrutable by means of intellectual reasoning thus 
it must be reachable on an existential level, through belief and trust.256 ‘[I]t is my 
contention, that faith in the ultimate meaning is preceded by trust in an ultimate 
being, by trust in God.’ (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 145) In this context Frankl 
refers to Buber’s concept of the “I- Thou”- Relationship between human and God 
through which the believer might grasp the ultimate meaning of life in 
transcendent moments.  
 
However, Frankl dissociated from imposing a certain religion on humans because 
in addition to the religious approach to the supra- meaning Frankl was convinced 
that all human beings have a ‘basic trust in an ultimate meaning. Without it, [they] 
would have to stop breathing.’ (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 150-151) This statement 
was also reinforced by Elisabeth Kübler- Ross who observed the trust in a supra- 
meaning in her research on dying patients.257  
Even atheists close to death radiate a strange calm and security that 
cannot be explained by their atheistic views but only by a trust in an 
ultimate meaning that goes beyond the rationalizations of their 
atheism. (Fabry, 36) 
 
Unless they are neurotics, people trust in the unfathomable connections of the 
universe and they regard themselves as being an essential jigsaw piece in this 
world which has its unique place and “role” in life. Those people are conscious of 
their participation in life as they have found identity and the shaping of one’s 
unique identity is tantamount to the discovery of ultimate meaning. Through the 
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human capacity of self- transcendence they can ascribe a deeper significance to 
crucial events in life and deduce a potential value for their future even if situations 
such as the death of a loved one or an incurable illness might have appeared 
meaningless at first. Those people who totally resist an existence of “something” 
beyond human imagination and reject to open up to it, will fail in their search for 
meaning. If they do not trust in anything they cannot access through the five 
senses, they will experience existential frustration and may feel an inner void.258 
 
 
4.4.1 The Meaning of the Moment  
 
In addition to the ultimate meaning of life, logotherapy assumes that each moment 
in life bears a meaning in any circumstance, even in the face of life’s tragic 
situations such as inevitable suffering. Logotherapy’s bold statement is that 
‘[e]ach person is a unique individual going through a sequence of unrepeatable 
moments each offering a specific meaning to be recognized and responded to.’ 
(Fabry, xv) The function of logotherapy is to raise human’s awareness of that 
‘meaning of the moment’ (Fabry, 37) but people have to discover the potential 
meaning of each situation on their own, either through meaningful activities, 
experiences or through the change of attitude towards a predicament.259 It implies 
that there is not one general meaning in a person’s life and people’s search for an 
abstract meaning in life is doomed to failure. In fact there is a specific meaning 
inherent in each individual situation260, which can only be discovered but not 
invented or created arbitrarily.261 
 
At this point Frankl’s explanation is confusing because it is conceivable just as 
well that the search for meaning works the other way round insofar as meaning is 
not inherent in a situation but might emerge from an activity or experience or even 
from suffering in the first place. 
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In any case some of those unique meanings are shared among many people within 
a society which transforms a unique meaning into a universal value.262  
 
To recognize the specific meaning of the moment and to opt rightly demands 
responsibility from us and furthermore we are reliant on our conscience because 
decision- making only works by means of the inner calling of our intuitive and 
constructive conscience. Even though universal values and traditions abate, life 
remains a sequence of meaningful moments and263 the singular meaning 
immanent in each moment might be discovered through creative, experiential or 
attitudinal values264 dealt with in the following. 
 
 
4.5 Existential Values: Pathways to Find Meaning in Life 
 
So far I have only mentioned that humans are responsible for the realisation of a 
huge amount of opportunities in life but I have not elaborated on the three ways 
by which the specific meaning of the moment can be discovered.  
The first way to discover meaning is through the realisation of creative values 
such as the producing of a work or the accomplishment of one’s job. In this 
context it is not important to hold a prestigious appointment as a scientist, a doctor 
or a politician, but it is essential to make an effort, to have an inner motivation to 
perform and to show that one is committed to his/ her productive work.265 It is the 
realisation of meaningful activities coming up to each individual’s unique talents 
that ‘makes of life a mission.’ (Tweedie, 132) Furthermore creative values 
outreach the mere material level given that the greatest human challenge we 
constantly face up to is the coping with life itself.266  
 
Experiential values form the second pathway to discover meaning through the 
experience of something depending on what the individual is fascinated by. The 
nature lover experiences the beauty of a unique landscape, the artist senses the 
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beauty of a musical or visual masterpiece, the believer discovers meaning when 
he/ she surrenders to God in prayer and the scientist experiences meaning in the 
face of a light- bulb moment in research.267 Those  
peak experiences in one ecstatic moment illuminate the mystery of 
existence and give us a feeling of participation in the whole, a glimpse 
of assurance, a fleeting awareness of a plan of which we are a part, a 
meaning. (Fabry, 151-152) 
 
By means of such moments humans might actually see meaning and Frankl was 
convinced that one such moment in life sufficed to ‘retroactively flood an entire 
life with meaning.’ (Frankl in conversation, quoted in Fabry, 44) 
The highest experience in one’s life is that of true love when one becomes aware 
of the uniqueness of another human being268 dealt with in more detail in the 
following chapter. 
 
In the face of a blow of fate like a terminal illness or the loss of a beloved one 
through death and the subsequent grief people feel paralysed with pain and 
deprived of the ability to find meaning in the beauty created by man and nature or 
in love. Furthermore they are incapable of working and thus cannot discover 
meaning by accomplishing a task. In light of what Frankl calls the ‘tragic triad’ of 
existence consisting of suffering, guilt and death269, humans may still find 
meaning in life through attitudinal values which enable them to change their 
attitude towards the given unalterable fate. Against the background of the novel’s 
main themes of suffering, death and grief, the search for meaning in suffering is 
dealt with in a separate chapter. 
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4.5.1 The Meaning of True Love  
 
Referring to Frankl’s assumption that humans are a three- dimensional entity 
consisting of body, psyche and spirit, love can be regarded in terms of three 
dimensions as well. The first dimension concerns sexual love and it is assigned to 
the bodily dimension where looks and the satisfaction of one’s sexual drive play a 
decisive role hence it is an egoistic concept of love where a human being does not 
transcend himself/ herself towards the other human being but is self- concentrated.  
The second dimension of love is eroticism which, in addition to the bodily 
element, enters the psychic dimension of the other human being but it is also a 
transient kind of love.  
The third dimension of love concerns true love which expands into the spiritual 
dimension of human existence.270 ‘[True] love, I would say, is that capacity which 
enables [a human being] to grasp the other human being in his very uniqueness.’ 
(Frankl, Will to Meaning, 19) Among other experiential values, Frankl considers 
true love for another human being as the innermost experience in the innate 
pursuit of meaning.  The essential human capacity of self- transcendence enables 
people to transcend their own subjective limitations and to find meaning in love 
through the perception of the other’s unique core of the spiritual dimension.271 
 
This notion of true love is based on Martin Buber’s concept of the “I- Thou”- 
Relationship which builds on the essential human capacity of self- transcendence 
while sexual and erotic love belong to what Buber calls the “I- It”- Relationship. 
For the sake of clarity the reader will be given an understanding of Martin Buber’s 
concept of the two different relationships in the following. 
 
First of all it is important to clarify that Buber’s “I- Thou”- Relationship does not 
only refer to the authentic relationship between two human beings but it also 
presents the relationship between human and God. In that relation God is referred 
to as the ‘Eternal Thou’. (Horwitz, 35) The problem of Buber’s concept of the 
relationship to God and the relation to humans is that both take place on different 
philosophical levels. Human relation to God basically happens on an 
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epistemological level while the concern with relationships between humans refers 
to an ethical question and Buber delivers a moral judgement how humans should 
deal with each other properly. He is ‘concerned about the increasing tendency in 
the modern world to treat other persons as objects to be used, manipulated and 
exploited.’ (Charme, 162)  
 
Even though I am concerned with the relationship between two human beings as 
regards the textual analysis, I will consider the concepts of “I- Thou” and “I- It” 
both from an epistemological and an ethical approach below. From an 
epistemological point of view “I- Thou” cannot exist within a love relationship 
between humans but is limited to the relationship between a human being and 
God, the eternal Thou.272 It is regarded as an intuitive, momentary and mystical 
encounter which is ineffable.273 In these transient moments “the I” meets the 
indivisible entity and singularity of “the Thou” which amounts to a revelation,274 
‘a momentary glimpse of the naked existence.’ (Charme, 166) In this context it is 
important to mention that for Buber the essential source for meaning in life was 
religion,275 hence he was convinced that ‘the fleeting, human Thou- moments 
must be closely related to God.’ (Horwitz, 37) The “I- It”- Relationship in terms 
of epistemology, 
[…] is our ordinary way of thinking about the nature and 
characteristics of the world as we represent it to ourselves by means of 
our senses and our conceptual categories. I- It includes all our normal 
mental processes […] In short, all normal contact with the world, 
reactions to the world, and activities in the world are part of the realm 
of It. (Charme, 166)  
 
In an ethical context the “I- Thou”- Relationship is also conceded to humans who 
have found a soul mate in another human being. The notion of the soul mate is 
that there is one human being who ‘[…] steps up to us, selecting us among the [6 
730 170 039276] people on earth and saying, “You, and no one else.” ‘(Fabry, 45) 
Thus true love is ‘based on respect for the uniqueness and integrity of every 
individual […] regarding the other as what he is.’ (Charme, 168) An “I- Thou”- 
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Relationship is characterized by ‘mutuality and reciprocity’277 and both human 
beings do not only notice looks or character traits about the other but they have a 
keen sense to grasp what the partner feels and thinks and they can imagine the 
other’s potential for development in the future.278  
The lover not only sees the present “thou” in us, but also the multitude 
of potentials open to us- potentials we may not be aware of. […] [W]e 
not only say “yes” to our partner as he or she is at the present, but see 
future potentials which we help to develop. (Fabry, 45) 
 
In contrast the “I- It”- Relationship approached from the ethical point of view 
demonstrates how people take advantage of the world and utilize ‘persons for 
their private, selfish purposes.’ (Charme, 162) In this case “the I” goes up to the 
other person only because she supplies a want hence in the “I-It”- Relationship the 
subjective human being responded to is transformed into an object.279 Thus the 
subject- object relation might be accurately related to as a detached partnership of 
convenience which is based on stark facts. 
 
 
4.5.2 The Search for Meaning in Suffering 
 
Crucial events such as the diagnosis of a terminal cancer or the loss of a beloved 
one through death dash hopes and both the ultimate purpose of life and the 
meaning of the present situation are put into question which triggers a search for 
meaning.280 In the face of such unavoidable suffering humans are deprived of the 
ability to realise meaningful activities and they might be denied to experience 
beauty or true love. In this case Frankl is convinced that there is a third pathway 
to discover meaning through attitudinal values. Even if we are at the mercy of fate 
we are always free to change our attitude towards the condition.281 This freedom 
of will implies that even ‘in the midst of pain and suffering, there is still the 
potential and possibility for growth, creativity and hope for the future.’ 282 
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Following Frankl, suffering belongs to what he calls ‘the tragic triad of human 
existence- pain, death, and guilt’ (Barnes, 14) and to discover the meaning of 
suffering is ‘one of the highest forms of bearing witness to the human capacity to 
turn a personal tragedy into a triumph’. (Frankl, The Unconscious God, 126, 
quoted in Barnes, 14)  
 
At this point Frankl’s explanation is quite metaphysically laden and florid 
concerning style and one might be tempted to assume that Frankl was not 
sufficiently aware of the reality of suffering from this attitude, but Frankl’s own 
suffering in four concentration camps obviously counters this argument. Even 
though he tends to overemphasize the value of suffering his conviction that there 
is meaning in suffering might be a helpful approach to cope with unavoidable 
distress such as terminal illness and grief.283 The confrontation with a crucial 
event might be regarded as a personal gain for life by the person concerned. It 
might be considered as a catalyst to become aware of objectives one has lost sight 
of in daily routine. Thus inevitable suffering might involve the chance to 
experience growth.284 
 
In this context it is important to clarify that Frankl only refers to unavoidable 
suffering such as an incurable illness or the irreversible death of a beloved, which 
cannot be changed by the sufferer. If, on the other hand, physical or mental 
suffering is preventable or curable humans must do everything in their power to 
get well again.285 ‘There is no need [to harm oneself deliberately and] to seek 
suffering as a source of meaning; that would be meaningless masochism.’ (Fabry, 
45)  
 
Given an unchangeable condition nothing else remains to be done but to change 
one’s attitude towards the situation, which means to rise above oneself and in this 
context Frankl has also pointed to Kübler- Ross’s experiences with dying people. 
She has noted that death is the final stage of growth286 which implies that she has 
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discovered a meaning even in the face of death. This last meaning in life is 
discovered when patients, faced with death, have not lost their dignity.287 
 
Nonetheless shortly after people have been faced with unavoidable suffering, life 
appears meaningless hence Frankl’s concept of human free will and the notion 
that life bears a meaning in any circumstance is counterproductive in those initial 
stages. The meaning of suffering is incomprehensible when mourners are fraught 
with pain initially because they are not able to change their attitude towards their 
misery and to detach themselves from their illness or the loss of a beloved person. 
On the contrary it demands patience from the person concerned to find meaning in 
distress because it might be revealed only later on.288  
Thus in case of the search for meaning in grief Frankl’s logotherapy might be 
rather applicable for those bereaved ‘people who find themselves in the latter 
stages of grief.’289 
 
This notion is also reflected in Kübler- Ross’s stages of grief where the afflicted 
person might deny the painful reality of suffering at first. Then she might feel 
anger because the stroke of fate is regarded as unjust and consequently she might 
become depressed in light of the hopeless situation. Not until the sufferer has been 
given enough time to alleviate the pain is it possible to accept the situation. 
Logotherapy assumes that humans who have accepted their suffering have 
changed their attitude towards a so- called ‘tragic optimism’ (Frankl, Man’s 
Search, 139) which enriches their personality. 
 
In case of the death of one’s “soul mate” the survivor is deprived of the human 
“Thou” and consequently faces feelings such as pain, anger and despair. Those 
feelings are essential to the grief for the dead beloved because the bereaved need 
time to ‘accept the reality that [their] loved one is physically gone and [to 
recognize] that this new reality is the permanent reality.’ (Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 
25)  
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In this context Kübler- Ross’s stage of acceptance bears resemblance to Frankl’s 
notion of meaning in suffering because both concepts involve growth, change and 
evolvement of the sufferer’s personality. The meaning of suffering might be 
revealed when mourners realise that they have gained more inner strength through 
grief and they might come to the conclusion that not until they ‘have gone down 
to the depths of life are [they] most certain of its heights.’ (Barnes, 21) In case of 
true love the bereaved who have accepted the reality of the loss will also realise 
that this love outlives death because the object of this love was not only the body 
and the character of the beloved but the other subject in his/her indivisible 
uniqueness. 
 
The bereaved who had been able to find meaning in life prior to the death of the 
beloved will recognize in grief that they had fulfilled a great meaning in life 
through taking the opportunity of having this relationship.290 They will be deeply 
grateful for having been in an “I- Thou” Relationship and will not struggle with 
the loss of the beloved but treasure the time together because they see that an 
opportunity once fulfilled can never be taken away from them but is kept safe for 
good hence true love is eternal. 
This logotherapeutic notion that true love continues beyond the death of the 
beloved soul mate is consistent with the current paradigm of “Continuing Bonds” 
mentioned in chapter 2.2.3 which has been elaborated in Bereavement Research in 
recent years.  
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4.6 The Meaning of Transient Life 
 
Logotherapy’s main focus on responsibleness and appreciation of life is expressed  
[…] in the categorical imperative of logotherapy, which is: “Live as if 
you were living already for the second time and as if you had acted the 
first time as wrongly as you are about to act now!” (Frankl, Man’s 
Search, 114291) 
 
This demand on each of us points at life’s irreversible character and its finiteness 
hence people have to appreciate their opportunities and realise that each moment 
in life enables us to either seize or miss an opportunity. 
 
Relating to the human dimension, life is characterized by its transience and 
finiteness both referring to temporality and to spatial limitations which we cannot 
control and even less we can exceed those boundaries. Even though we know that 
eternity and infinity exist, both concepts remain beyond our human grasp.292 As 
human beings we will face death one day and this awareness of our mortality 
gives reason to the responsibleness for our unique existence even more and to 
keep in mind that each day might be the last one.293  
According to Kübler- Ross ‘we are the only species aware of the inevitability of 
our own death’ (Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 1) and from the time when we realise that 
we will die some day we experience what is called anticipatory grief.294 If our 
lives were infinite we would not be motivated to lead a meaningful life and to 
realise potential values because each chance could be deferred indefinitely 
without consequences but within our finite lives we are in charge and we bear the 
consequences of our deeds. 
 
Against the background of life’s fleeting character we have to awake to the fact 
that what we deal with right now is life, the meaning of life at the moment and 
retroactively it will have been our lives at the given moment.295  
Hence we are responsible for the implementation of the transitory possibilities and 
to recognize life’s potential meanings because 
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[…] as soon as they are realized, we have delivered them into our past 
where they are preserved from transitoriness. For in the past nothing is 
irrecoverably lost; rather everything is permanently kept safe there. 
(Frankl, Existential Analysis, 9296)  
 
In short, ‘[w]hat we have done cannot be undone.’ (Frankl, Will to Meaning, 74) 
Nevertheless people who have not taken responsibility for their lives misconceive 
life’s transitory character by constantly trying to stem the tide. They are afraid of 
the inevitable death because they have missed opportunities hence they are 
convinced of having been a miserable failure and vainly attempt to make up for 
their mistakes. For them life amounts to a race against time and they will consider 
death as untimely regardless of age but ‘[i]f life is meaningful, then quantity is not 
relevant.’ (Tweedie, 135) Only people who are caught in meaninglessness have a 
distorted image of their lives as they ‘[consider] only the stubble field of 
transitoriness and [overlook] the full granaries of the past’ (Frankl, Man’s Search, 
124297) or as Kübler- Ross put it in a nutshell, ‘It is not just about the life lost but 
also the life lived.’ (Kübler- Ross, Kessler, 216) 
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5. Character Analysis by means of a Logotherapeutic Approach 
 
The following chapter is concerned with the analysis of the two major characters 
of The Sea, Max and Anna Morden, from a logotherapeutic perspective. It will be 
referred back to Kübler- Ross’s ‘stages of grief’ indirectly because it is intended 
to answer the question why Max gets stuck in the process of suffering and grief in 
particular and does not succeed in reaching the stage of acceptance. It relates to 
the question of why Max’s search for meaning in grief and Anna’s search for 
meaning in suffering appear to be doomed.  
 
The stage of acceptance is characterized by an acceptance of suffering’s or death’s 
reality and it implies that the person concerned has changed the attitude towards 
the inevitable situation insofar as she perceives the chance to grow in face of 
suffering eventually.298 Thus acceptance involves that one succeeds in ascribing a 
deeper meaning to the suffering after all that pain, anger and depression. The 
capacity to change one’s attitude in the face of suffering, to take a stand toward 
the tragic condition and to move forward hopefully is called ‘tragic optimism’ by 
Frankl299 and ‘stage of acceptance’ by Kübler- Ross.  
The successful search for meaning in suffering and grief is tantamount to the 
achievement of Kübler’s Ross’s stage of acceptance, whereas a frustrated search 
for meaning in suffering and grief means to have got stuck in an earlier stage of 
grief according to Kübler- Ross. 
 
Therefore it is important to enter into the question why some people succeed in 
accepting suffering and grief while others are doomed to failure. It depends on the 
people’s fundamental attitude towards life and the basic idea of life. Hence in the 
following analysis I will dwell on the characters by looking retrospectively at their 
lives and it is intended to illustrate in what way the characters’ way of living 
contributed to their difficulties in finding meaning in suffering and grief. 
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5.1 Max Morden’s View of Life 
 
As mentioned above Max is man of Irish origin and descends from an average 
middle- class family. His father was the bread- winner and had always worked 
humbly for the provincial industrialists,300 while his mother was a housewife. 
Even though Max’s father worked very hard for the family Max did not think 
much of him because the father did not devote any time to develop the father- son 
relationship, because in the evening he was weary from his job. Then he came 
home ‘in a wordless fury, bearing the frustration of his day like so much luggage 
clutched in his fists.’ (The Sea, 35)  
 
In spite of the father’s hard work the family only had moderate means that is why 
Max had wished to possess plenty of money in the future when he was still a boy 
thus he strove for wealth at all costs because he assumed that money implicated a 
happy life. He was convinced that money was the foundation of happiness 
because he associated the unhappy marriage of his parents with the lack of means. 
Furthermore Max held his parents responsible for his own unhappy and miserable 
life because he held the view that what has become of him resulted from his 
family background and not from his refusal to take responsibility: 
I knew myself, all too well, and did not like what I knew. […] I 
disliked […] the congeries of affects, inclinations, received ideas, class 
tics, that my birth and upbringing had bestowed on me in place of a 
personality. In place of, yes. I never had a personality, not in the way 
that others have, or think they have. (The Sea, 216) 
 
According to logotherapy human free will is confined in terms of the social 
background one comes from and with regard to one’s talents but it is essential to 
bear in mind that we are always free to face up to the given conditions and to 
make the most of any circumstance. We must not hold our parents and their 
educational methods responsible for our lives in retrospect because as soon as we 
are grown up we bear responsibility for our personality development and for the 
way we lead our lives. Max fails to see that it is essential to take responsibility for 
life, but he prefers to fool himself. According to Frankl we are responsible for our 
lives in each moment of our existence and we determine our advancement.301 
Given that this attitude towards life is laborious and demands self- discipline, it is 
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much more comfortable to shift the responsibility for one’s miserable life on to 
someone else. 
Even though Max comes from a broken family and his life happens within narrow 
confines he has to take a stand towards his upbringing and to make the most of his 
condition because nothing prevents him from taking the opportunities that are 
offered within the limitations of his life. On the contrary, he is free to seize the 
chances and to realize his talents but Max perceived himself as ‘a man of leisurely 
interests and scant ambitions.’ (The Sea, 94) 
 
 
5.1.1 Max’s Absent Mission 
 
Max did not strive for a meaningful, responsible purpose in life, which would 
have resulted in happiness and peace of mind as side-effects, because he did not 
feel called to a special task. ‘I was always a distinct no one, whose fiercest wish 
was to be an indistinct someone.’ (The Sea, 216) Even though Max seemed to be 
aware of the necessary tensions on the way to one’s authentic self he referred to 
them as laborious struggle. ‘Life, authentic life, is supposed to be all struggle, 
unflagging action and affirmation […]’ (The Sea, 60) and Max regarded this 
struggle for identity as too stressful for himself.  
 
Even though Max was aware of the individual uniqueness in general, it was a 
problematic concept for him because ‘from earliest days he wanted to be someone 
else’ (The Sea, 216) but at the same time he wondered ‘Who, if not myself, was 
I?’ (The Sea, 217) Max’s difficulties in finding an answer to this question might 
have resulted from his incapacity to trust in God or another superior “something” 
beyond human imagination thus he was not able to find his distinctive place in 
life. 
Since the ultimate meaning in life is not accessible through the senses Max was 
cynical about the assumption that a unique role is attributed to each individual, ‘I 
grant that even the notion of an essential, singular self is problematic […]. (The 
Sea, 216) 
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Thus it was comprehensible that Max had difficulties to become aware of his ‘true 
self’, of the mission he was intended to accomplish. He considered that the 
tensions between reality and ideals only hold true for others while he rejected to 
seize his opportunities. If he had confronted himself with his potentialities he 
would have raised the awareness of what the deeper significance of his life might 
be and in what way he could play a meaningful part in the world. However, Max 
did not respond to the challenges of life, on the contrary he renounced taking 
responsibility for his life and cherished the illusion that he could pursue happiness 
and peace of mind directly without making an effort to find the real meaning in 
life and that is exactly the popular fallacy logotherapy calls attention to. 
 
 
5.1.2 Max’s Great Expectations  
 
By means of numerous flashbacks to his distant past the reader gets to know a lot 
of Max Morden’s attitude towards life as an adolescent and from that time on it 
had loomed that Max did not pursue a meaning in life because he said about 
himself that he ‘was born to be a dilettante, all that was lacking was the means, 
until I met Anna.’ (The Sea, 207) Max did not want to find a meaning in life but to 
have money to be happy at last but that way he would end in an existential 
vacuum eventually. He did not even try to earn his fortune through a meaningful 
activity because he wanted to attain his goal by a modicum of effort. 
Furthermore he did not even think of taking a stand towards his background and 
to take the responsibility for his life because, he held that life owes him something 
for having been a deprived child hence he preferred to await what life had in store 
for him. 
So much of life was stillness then, when we were young or so it seems 
now; a biding stillness; a vigilance. We were waiting in our as yet 
unfashioned world, scanning the future […] like soldiers in the field, 
watching for what was to come. (The Sea, 12) 
 
Thus Max has always been expectant towards life and not responsible for his life 
and his great expectations he wished to be fulfilled are reflected in the following:  
[…] when I look back I see that the greater part of my energies was 
always given over the simple search for shelter, for comfort, for, yes, I 
admit, it, for cosiness. This is a surprising, not to say, a shocking, 
realisation. […] To be concealed, protected, guarded, that is all I have 
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ever truly wanted, to burrow down into a place of womby warmth and 
cower there, hidden from the sky’s indifferent gaze and the harsh air’s 
damagings. (The Sea, 60-61) 
 
This statement gives reason to assume that Max has never wanted to grow up and 
he recognized that he had never grown up actually. ‘We never grow up. I never 
did, anyway.’ (The Sea, 76) He had rather favoured to have someone by his side 
all the time he can shift the responsibility on to. Furthermore Max’s words reflect 
that he had not accounted himself an active participant in life but a passive 
recipient. He preferred considering himself to be not free because the only kind of 
freedom he was longing for was the freedom from responsibility instead of the 
freedom to take full responsibility for an active life.  
 
According to logotherapy this attitude towards life is typical of people who accept 
to be dependent on others for the sake of their freedom from responsibility. 
On the one hand, there are those who regard life as a diffuse and fanciful 
phenomenon comparable to a dream which might result in an obsessive but 
insatiable love of adventure because they do not really know what they strive for. 
On the other hand, there are those who have precise and high expectations of real 
life which implies the realisation of their wishes and the fixed aims in life.302 
 
 
5.1.3 Max’s “Provisional” Life  
 
Max belongs to the category of irresponsible people mentioned above as he ‘was 
very precise and definite in [his] expectations.’ (The Sea, 94) He awaited that life 
would give him something without any effort on his part hence he waited for the 
fulfilment of his wishes he demanded from life. Thus he always regarded his 
current life as a pre-stage to “real life”, that would hopefully take place soon and 
in anticipation of the “real life” he missed nonrecurring opportunities. Max’s 
present life represented a provisional solution303 hence it was of little importance 
like a rehearsal, because the “opening night” has not yet begun.  
I have ever had the conviction, resistant to all rational considerations, 
that at some unspecified future moment the continuous rehearsal which 
is my life, with its so many misreadings, its slips and fluffs, will be 
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done with and that the real drama for which I have ever and with such 
earnestness been preparing will at last begin. It is a common delusion, 
I know, everyone entertains it. […] I wondered if the moment might be 
imminent, the moment of my going on, so to say. I do not know how it 
would be, this dramatic leap into the thick of the action, or what 
exactly might be expected to take place, onstage. (The Sea, 184-185) 
 
Max succeeded in maintaining his rehearsal of life characterized by 
irresponsibility for a long time because he had met Anna, who had the means Max 
had always been longing for. Thus  
[w]hat Anna proposed to [him], there in the dusty summer dusk on the 
corner of Sloane Street was not so much marriage as the chance to 
fulfil the fantasy of [himself]. (The Sea, 105)  
 
Following Buber, Max had rejected to open up to the experience of true love 
because Max and Anna did not lead an “I- Thou”- Relationship in Buber’s terms 
but an ‘I- It”- Relationship, a mutual partnership of convenience. Hence Max had 
been denied the experience of true love with another human being and could not 
find meaning in the ineffable moments of true love. Max had taken advantage of 
Anna for his own selfish purposes and in doing so he had transformed Anna into 
an object. Anna’s money enabled Max to lead the life he had wished for and his 
idea of life appeared to have come true for the time being. 
Yes, this is what I thought adulthood would be, a kind of long Indian 
summer, a state of tranquillity, of calm incuriousness, with nothing left 
of the barely bearable raw immediacy of childhood. […] (The Sea, 94) 
 
In light of this misconception of life it was foreseeable that Max’s life was 
doomed to failure inasmuch as he would get into an existential vacuum because 
his life was characterized by idleness and arbitrariness, ‘the moments [were] 
dripping away, unnoticed almost, drip by golden drip. […] (The Sea, 94) Max had 
always lived for the moment without bothering to discover the meaning of the 
moment because he persisted in his viewpoint that the “real life” had not yet 
begun but it was only a matter of time that Max was disabused. 
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5.1.4 Max’s Awareness of Transience 
 
When Max was confronted with the diagnosis of Anna’s terminal illness his idea 
of life was shaken in its very foundations. In the face of the crucial condition Max 
had to abandon hope that his expectations of life would be fulfilled at some 
indefinite future moment. In light of Anna’s incurable cancer Max was forced to 
face up to his own finiteness and ‘[o]n all sides there were portents of mortality’ 
(The Sea, 97) all of a sudden. The fleeting life was frightening for Max because he 
had not lived in view of death and he had never taken a stand towards his 
condition but renounced taking responsibility for life. Nonetheless he had been 
aware of his transience when he contemplated that ‘[p]erhaps all of life is no more 
than a long preparation for the leaving of it.’ (The Sea, 98) Anna’s imminent death 
was like a revelation for Max because he became aware that he had wasted his life 
because he had never been motivated to seize the irretrievable opportunities in life 
but to defer them indefinitely. ‘I realised miserably, this is how it would be from 
now on, wherever she goes the soundless clapping of the leper’s bell preceding 
her.’ (The Sea, 19) 
 
Despite Anna’s illness Max maintained the denial of life’s reality, ‘[…] 
pretend[ed] that all was well, nothing amiss, the world continuous’ (The Sea, 18) 
because he was so helpless in the face of suffering. ‘But there it was, squatting in 
her lap, the bulge that was big baby De’Ath, burgeoning inside her, biding its 
time.’ (The Sea, 18) There was no way out and Max had to admit that what he had 
regarded as a pre-stage so far had already been “real life”. ‘Henceforth I would 
have to address things as they are, not as I might imagine them, for this was a new 
version of reality.’ (The Sea, 20) 
 
In the face of Max’s missed opportunities in life it is comprehensible that he 
regarded Anna’s death as untimely which is typical of people who have never 
taken responsibility for their lives and thus have not found a meaningful task to 
fulfil. According to logotherapy life’s quantity is of no relevance, because 
meaning is a qualitative phenomenon. Provided that one has lived responsibly, a 
twenty- year old might have had a more meaningful life than an eighty- year old 
who had lived for the moment and had never seized a chance. 
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5.2 Max’s Search for Meaning in Grief 
 
Max’s evasive behaviour and the refusal to take a stand toward any condition does 
not only concern the denial of life’s transience but is also a basic pattern in Max’s 
life in general which derives from his constant refusal to take responsibility for 
life. Max’s great expectations of life and the false hope that life has something in 
store for him without any effort on his part led to Max’s existential frustration. 
Even before Anna’s terminal illness was diagnosed, Max had already failed to 
cope with his life and had been confronted with an inner void. Against the 
background of this meaningless life it was impossible to cope with a stroke of fate 
successfully.  
 
Anna’s illness and her subsequent death precipitated an existential crisis involving 
that Max in his existential vacuum suffered psychic harm. In the face of Anna’s 
death Max lapsed into a neurotic escapism which mirrors his refusal to take 
responsibility for his coping with grief. He did not take a stand toward his ‘cold 
present’ (The Sea, 61) but escaped from grief by returning to a place of his past. 
Thus Max dared the impossible to escape the necessary grieving process and at 
first he was convinced that his escapism might work out even. ‘I felt inexplicably 
lightened; it was as if the evening, in all the drench and drip of its fallacious 
pathos, had temporarily taken over from me the burden of grieving.’ (The Sea, 
146) 
Max had to flee from their house because its emptiness mirrored his own inner 
void cruelly and to stay there would have forced him to experience reality which 
was unbearable for him. ‘I could not have stayed there a moment longer. After 
Anna’s death it went hollow, became a vast echo- chamber.’ (The Sea, 146) That 
way it was impossible to find meaning in grief because Max refused to face up to 
life’s reality and he could not grow by clinging to the past.  
 
According to Frankl healthy people confront the grief for a beloved responsibly 
because they notice that it is a futile attempt to ignore the cause of the pain thus 
they refuse to drown their sorrows,304 but Max is not a healthy person hence he 
suppressed his grief by means of alcohol. He has already resorted to alcohol as a 
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helpful anaesthetic during the past few months of Anna’s misery, ‘- never be 
without a ready supply of anaesthetic, that is a thing I have learned in this past 
year.’ (The Sea, 59) Alcohol was a means to escape the reality of grief and, 
furthermore, Max turned to alcohol to forget about the fact that he had grown tired 
of his meaningless life.  
I drink like one recently widowed- widowered?- a person of scant 
talent and scanter ambition, greyed o’er by the years, uncertain and 
astray and in need of consolation and the brief respite of drink- 
induced oblivion. I would take drugs if I had them, but I have not, and 
do not know how I might go about getting some. (The Sea, 200) 
 
In order to understand why Max cannot face up to the loss of Anna it is important 
to bring out the decisive role Anna played in Max’s life. She was the one he had 
chosen to satisfy his needs because she possessed the resources needed to achieve 
happiness and peace of mind. ‘Anna, I saw at once, would be the medium of my 
transmutation.’ (The Sea, 216) Max’s selfishness precluded him from rising above 
himself but, according to logotherapy, the human capacity of self- transcendence 
is a precondition to find meaning in life. Max had never pursued meaning but 
happiness and sweet idleness and Anna was the mediator of this quest hence her 
death caused a paralyzing hopelessness because Max was deprived of the only 
meaning in life and ‘now it was over, and something else had begun, for me, 
which was the delicate business of being the survivor.’ (The Sea, 146) Max rather 
wallowed in self- pity because he felt betrayed by life than he grieved for Anna. 
‘But I am bereaved and wounded and require indulging.’ (The Sea, 50) 
 
Given that Max had been deprived of the only meaning in life and considered 
himself to be a miserable failure, it is comprehensible that he has even 
contemplated suicide, ‘I may even have had some idea of wading into the sea and 
swimming out […].’ (The Sea, 210) Since he had been in a state of complete 
intoxication he was reliant on Colonel Blunden, who reported on his reputed 
suicide attempt.  
It seems that […] I had dwelt at length on the well- known fact, well 
known and a fact according to me, that drowning is the gentlest death, 
and when by a late hour he had not heard me returning, and fearing 
that I might indeed in my inebriated state try to make away with 
myself, he had decided he must go and look for me. He had to scout 
the beach for a long time, and had been about to give up the search, 
when some gleam from moon or brightest star fell upon my form, 
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supine there on that stony littoral. […] All this reported, for of that 
faltering anabasis I recall, as I have said, nothing. (The Sea, 255) 
 
Max’s refusal to take up a stance on his grief responsibly and his feeling of 
abandonment resulted in a disordered concept of time because past, present and 
future became less important. ‘The truth is, it has all begun to run together, past 
and possible future and impossible present.’ (The Sea, 96) 
 
 
5.2.1 Max’s Missed Chances 
 
Even though Max was helpless in the face of the present situation he refused to 
accept his daughter’s help. He regarded Claire as an enemy of the invidious reality 
and resisted sensing the signs of her compassion, attentiveness and daughterly 
affection.305  
I wished to be on my own. I cannot bear the way she looks at me these 
days, all tenderness and daughterly concern. […] I do not want 
solicitude. I want anger, vituperation, violence. (The Sea, 149) 
 
In order to detract from his failed life characterized by irresponsibility and 
indecision Max accused Claire of having cancelled her studies in art history and 
thus having wasted her talent.  
[…] that’s my girl, or was- to take up the teaching of backward 
children in one of the city’s increasingly numerous, seething slums. 
What a waste of talent. I could not forgive her, cannot still […] to 
throw up what should have been her life’s work in favour of a futile 
social gesture […] (The Sea, 63) 
 
In truth it was almost unbearable for Max to become aware of his daughter’s 
pursuit of meaning in life because he had never succeeded in finding and realizing 
what he was intended for. Max envied Claire for having recognized and seized her 
chances and thus for not having wasted time. ‘It was all right for her, I retorted, 
she had got herself a nice new flat- wasting no time, I did not add.’ (The Sea, 149) 
Claire had found her “true self” independent of her father and she felt up to take 
responsibility for her life by accepting the challenge of life and realizing her 
opportunities. She did not expect something from life but pursued a meaningful 
activity even though it did not conform to what Max had wanted from her. 
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I was well aware of what I expected, what I expect, of my daughter, 
and of the selfishness and pathos of that expectation. Much is 
demanded of the dilettante’s offspring. She will do what I could not, 
and be a great scholar, if I have any say in the matter, and I have. Her 
mother left her some money, but not enough. I am the big fat goose, 
and costive with the golden eggs. (The Sea, 175) 
 
Max’s problem was that his daughter did not even think of making up for her 
father’s failed aim in life to advance and become successful as an art historian but 
refused to be blackmailed with money. Nonetheless Max still maintained the 
world-view that a golden key can open any door and that he could put pressure on 
Claire because he did not reckon his daughter to take responsibility for her life. 
In the face of Claire’s responsible decision making, Max noticed that he had not 
managed it to fulfil a mission and the awareness of a missing identity even 
haunted him in his dreams.  
I did, I mentioned a typewriter a minute ago- last night in a dream, it 
has just come back to me, I was trying to write my will on a machine 
that was lacking the word I. The letter I, that is, small and large. (The 
Sea, 71) 
 
Even though it is impossible to make up for missed opportunities and for lost time 
it was important for Max to raise his awareness of the meaningless, rootless life 
because he was sensitized to the missed opportunities and reflected on them.  
Could I have lived differently? Fruitless interrogation. Of course I 
could, but I did not, and therein lies the absurdity of even asking. […] 
Yet for all that, I cannot rid myself of the conviction […] that I missed 
something. (The Sea, 218) 
 
It mirrors that he awoke to the fact that missed chances are irretrievable indicating 
that his suffering might have been an experience of growth even if it was 
infinitesimal.  
Furthermore grief prompted him to think about his future prospects that might still 
come up to Max to be fulfilled which might be a sign that he still looked ahead.  
There are other things I can do. I can go to Paris and paint. Or I might 
retire into a monastery, pass my days in quiet contemplation of the 
infinite, or write a great treatise there, a vulgate of the dead, I can see 
myself in my cell, long- bearded, with quill-pen and hat and docile 
lion, through a window beside me minuscule peasants in the distance 
making hay, and hovering above my brow the dove refulgent. Oh, yes, 
life is pregnant with possibilities. (The Sea, 260) 
 
Even though there are moments in grief which seem to be characterized by a kind 
of “tragic optimism“ for the future, Max has phantasmal possibilities in mind 
 104
indicating that he makes fun of the meaning of life. The way he reflects on his 
possibilities in the future represents that he is not really serious but rather cynical 
about them, which suggests he has not learnt from his mistakes in the past. It 
appears as if he still wishes to live for the moment arbitrarily and to avoid opting 
for an opportunity. Free choice implies to stand behind one’s decision and to take 
responsibility for it and the novel leaves it open whether Max succeeds in filling 
his inner void with meaning eventually. 
 
 
5.3 The Female Protagonist Anna Morden  
 
Max’s recently deceased wife Anna is an absent character introduced by the first- 
person narrator. Even though she does not appear in person in the main narrative 
of the novel she can be referred to as the female central character because she has 
strongly influenced Max’s life and behaviour and her terminal illness and death 
constitute central themes of the novel. As a consequence of Anna’s death the 
present narrative is mainly made up of the narrator’s grief for his wife and his 
failure in coping with this tragic loss. That way Anna posthumously determines 
the development of the novel decisively which was not even intended by John 
Banville at the outset but the author got the notion that ‘Max wouldn’t let me just 
tell [my] story, it was as if he kept interrupting with the story of his wife.’306  
 
According to Banville’s words it appears as if the protagonist Max Morden is a 
real person independent of his creator and is doing things that even surprise the 
author.307 Concerning this phenomenon the critic John Bayley has contended that 
it is typical of the relationship between author and their literary characters that the 
author shows ‘an intense interest in their personalities combined with a sort of 
detached solitude, a respect for their freedom.’ (Bayley, quoted in Hawthorn, 119) 
 
Concerning the characterisation of Anna it is important to keep the decisive role 
of the first- person narrator protagonist in mind because the reader faces Max’s 
subjective image of Anna and the way he sees her as ‘[her] world is his world and 
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[her] fate is […] his, too.’(Stanzel, Narrative Situations, 60) The narrator Max, 
who relates the events, is identical with the central character308, i.e. ‘the 
experiencing self is also the protagonist.’ (Keen, 36) Here a decisive point of first- 
person narratives comes to the fore, namely the issue of limited reliability and the 
subjectivity of the narration. The question to what extent the reader can rely on 
the narrator’s depiction of the novel’s events and other characters,309 such as Anna 
requires to be examined throughout the reading process: 
Whatever his or her position, one of the first things we must decide 
about a characterized narrator is the degree of trust we are prepared to 
put in the narrator’s statements. An unreliable narrator is one whom we 
have reason to distrust. (Kershner, 121) 
 
In this context Kershner emphasizes the reader’s decisive role as regards his/ her 
belief in the narrator’s trustworthiness or unreliability. One distinctive feature of 
unreliability is given by Varga who asserts that ‘the unreliable narrator is often [a 
narrator] […] who recounts in retrospection a passage of his or her life, one to 
which he or she is still emotionally tied.’ (Varga, 17) Thus in case of the novel 
The Sea Max Morden’s credibility might also be challenged because he gives an 
account of very emotional events of his and Anna’s lives. Therefore it is important 
to re- emphasize that due to Anna’s physical absence in the novel the reader is 
entirely dependent on Max’s depiction of her. 
 
 
5.3.1 Anna’s Family Background 
 
Anna is an Englishwoman descending from a London upper class family and 
Max’s attitude towards Anna’s father Charlie Weiss is ambiguous. On the one 
hand, Max had respect for the tycoon who was proud of earning his money with 
large-scale machinery, and Max wanted to appeal to Anna’s father while on the 
other hand, Max was irritated by the preposterous affectation of this newly rich 
man. Max considered Charlie as a slippery man of business which was reflected in 
his look. ‘His head […] was a perfect polished egg, and he wore those big heavy 
spectacles favoured by tycoons of the time […]’ (The Sea, 103) Apparently it was 
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beyond Max’s imagination to make so much money in an honourable manner and 
that is why he even regarded Anna’s father as an impostor.  
Charlie regarded the spectacle of his life with delight and a certain 
wonder at the fact of having got away so easily with so much. He was 
a crook, probably dangerous, and wholly, cheerfully immoral. Anna 
held him in fond and rueful regard. (The Sea, 103) 
 
Anna lost her mother at the age of twelve and took care of her father thereupon 
thus she was forced to accept responsibility in early life and to grow up overnight 
because as a half- orphan she was the one who assumed the role of the dead 
mother overnight. ‘Young as she was she seemed the tolerant mother and [her 
father Charlie] the waywardly winning manchild.’ (The Sea, 103)  
 
She apparently behaved with respect towards her father because she owed him 
much and led a financially secure life at his expense. They lived in an enormous 
rented flat ‘in a liver- coloured mansion on one of those gloomy backwaters off 
Sloane Square’ (The Sea, 101) situated on the boundary of the exclusive London 
quarter Chelsea.310 The environment of Anna’s adolescence and her housing 
conditions allude to her father’s high economic status which might have led to 
Anna’s materialistic thinking. Anna has never been burdened with money troubles 
hence she was not compelled to earn her living but it was just the financial 
security that brought Anna bad luck because it blocked her from realizing her 
opportunities. Thus she did not find a reason to be happy about her life and was 
always in search of a meaning in life. 
 
 
5.3.2 Anna’s Revival of a Wasted Talent 
 
Anna was a talented and ambitious young woman and at the time she met Max her 
career aspiration was to become a photographer but Max dismissed her and her 
artistic talent indicating that he envied her for being passionate about something. 
She wanted to work, to do something, to be someone. The East End 
called to her, Brick Lane, Spitalfields, such places. I never took any of 
this seriously. Perhaps I should have. (The Sea, 101) 
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Anna has never got ahead as an artist because she has never put her vocation into 
action. The motivation to pursue meaning might have been in decline because as 
an only child she had inherited her father’s money as a sole heir.  
He died, old Charlie, of a blood clot in the brain, a few months after 
we were married. Anna got all his money. There was not as much of it 
as I would have expected, but still, there was a lot. (The Sea, 107) 
 
Devoid of a pursuit of meaning Anna became existentially frustrated but she did 
not regret her wasted talent until she met her fate. ‘She had Claire search out her 
camera, it was years since she had used it.’ (The Sea, 174) In the face of her 
critical illness Anna awoke to her former passion of photography again. The 
resumed interest in a meaningful activity helped Anna to detach herself from her 
misery and to take a firm stand towards her inevitable situation. Even though the 
photographs of Anna’s ‘grievously marked and maimed […] fellow patients’ (The 
Sea, 176) were upsetting, the patients’ facial expression was calm. Hence Anna’s 
intention might have been to record their inviolable human dignity even in the 
face of death311 and thus to find meaning in suffering, i.e. to accept its reality. 
 
 
5.3.3 Anna’s Fleeting Beauty 
 
The narrator protagonist also provides a portrayal of Anna’s physical appearance 
and refers to her looks in younger days and to Anna’s changing appearance in the 
course of her illness. Max reminisces about Anna’s physiognomy when she was 
still a healthy, lively and attractive woman and ‘he admired in particular her Attic 
profile, the nose a line of carven ivory falling sheer from the brow.’ (The Sea, 19) 
The reader gets to know about Anna’s juvenescent look which made a great visual 
impact on Max. When they both first met at a party in ‘the smoky London 
summer’ (The Sea, 99) long time ago Max was immediately intrigued by Anna 
who was so different from other women in his eyes. 
It was the size of her that first caught my attention. Not that she was so 
very large, but she was made on a scale different from that of any 
woman I had known before her. Big shoulders, big arms, big feet, that 
great head with its sweep of thick dark hair. (The Sea, 100) 
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Anna’s declining physical appearance is not concealed from the reader because 
the gradual change of her body, in consequence of the malignant abdominal 
tumour she was diagnosed with, symbolically illustrates the transience of life. 
 
At first ‘[s]he was still handsome […], high of cheekbone, her skin translucent, 
paper-fine. (The Sea, 19) Nonetheless Anna was forced to face up to her fate even 
though so called friends turned a blind eye to the inevitable doom out of 
embarrassment. ‘How well you look! they would exclaim, Why, we’ve never seen 
you better! And she with her brilliant smile, putting on a brave face, poor Mrs 
Bones.’ (The Sea, 19) Both Max and Anna had to realize that the illness would 
slowly but surely change Anna’s appearance and Anna wondered thoughtfully 
what might happen to her long, dark hair she had always taken pride in.312 She 
feared the worst when she said, ‘‘Apparently I shall be as bold as a coot in a 
month or two’ [and she added sarcastically] […] ‘I’ll be the spitting image of 
Charlie when it has all fallen out.’ She was.’ (The Sea, 107) 
 
 
5.4 Anna’s Search for Meaning in Suffering  
 
In the following it is intended to find out if Anna succeeded in finding meaning in 
her terminal illness, i.e. if her impending death was an experience of growth 
finally, after she had been helpless in the face of the direful diagnosis of an 
incurable cancer at first. Anna’s initial stages of suffering have already been 
described in detail in chapter 2 thus the emphasis will be on the final stage of her 
dying below. 
 
Anna’s strength and respectfulness of others arose in the face of the fatal 
diagnosis when she did not want to admit that she was in a bad way because she 
had never unveiled psychological strain that had weighed on her. Anna knew that 
Max was helpless in the face of the illness and she did not want to burden him 
with her suffering thus she decided to ignore reality. Since Max and Anna lived 
together reality could only be denied by means of a haunting silence. ‘For a giddy 
second the notion seized me that […] we would go on like this, in agonised 
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inarticulacy, to the end. […] There would be no other way to live with death.’ 
(The Sea, 22-23) 
 
According to logotherapy the sufferer retains the ultimate freedom to take a stand 
towards any given situation. Even though we are not able to change our fate we 
are free to choose how we deal with it. Relating to Anna her ultimate freedom was 
to insist on keeping quiet about her terminal illness and she even refused to notify 
Claire of her impending death.313 It seemed as if Anna had ruled that the illness 
might assume control over her body but it might not decide on the way she 
handled it and she had resolved to dare the impossible by persistently escaping her 
fate by denial and disavowal in the course of her ordeal. 
 
 
5.4.1 Anna’s Final Release in Death 
 
When Anna was dying eventually, her attitude towards death seemed to have 
changed and her words were suggestive of her acceptance of the reality and 
growth in the face of the inevitable. Towards the end Anna reflected on life and its 
human limitations, 
‘Strange,’ Anna said. ‘To be here, like that, and then not.’ She sighed, 
and looked out at the trees. They fascinated her, those trees, she 
wanted to go out and stand amongst them, to hear the wind blowing in 
the boughs. But there would be no going out, for her, any more. ‘To 
have been here,’ she said. (The Sea, 211-212)  
 
There was no more despair, struggle, insecurity or quarrel with fate but Anna 
awoke to what Frankl described as follows: ‘I should say having been is the surest 
kind of being.’ (Frank, Man’s Search, 124) After a dogged struggle for life Anna 
appeared to be successful in finding meaning in her suffering in her hour of death. 
 
Max observed a trace of calmness in Anna in contemplation of death. ‘[Anna] 
nodded, a solemn, knowing nod, and smiled, too, I would swear it was a smile.’ 
(The Sea, 240) According to Kübler- Ross it means that the dying patient has 
succeeded in maintaining her dignity and following Frankl it means that the 
patient has succeeded in attributing a deeper significance to her fate. Anna seemed 
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to have grasped the ultimate meaning of life eventually but she had not been able 
to grow in the face of suffering until her hour of death.  
 
Thus Anna’s last words might not only refer to her release from suffering but also 
from life’s finiteness. Towards the end Anna has a peak experience which raises 
her awareness of transcendence314 and she seems to be looking forward to 
transcend the human dimension and to leave the world of mortality. ‘They are 
stopping the clocks,’ she said, the merest thread of a whisper, conspiratorial. ‘I 
have stopped time’ (The Sea, 239-240) It appears as if Anna perceives the 
superhuman dimension of eternity and infinity in the end. Now she leaves human 
temporality and spatial limitations and enters the superhuman dimension beyond 
transience because ‘[t]o die is to leave the transitoriness of time and to become 
eternalized; paradoxically, death brings immortality.’ (Tweedie, 136) 
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Conclusion 
 
The title of the novel The Sea comprises the main themes dealt with in the thesis.  
The sea stands for diverse and powerful but partly antithetic symbols and together 
with its tides the sea represents the dynamics of life and death. The vastness of the 
sea ‘has made [it] an emblem of infinity and eternity.’ (Ferber, 181) Thus the sea 
symbolizes both life and death, i.e. the transience and finiteness of the former and 
the infinity and eternity of the latter. One can get lost in the unfathomable and 
inconceivable sea, and the protagonist Max Morden has lost himself in the search 
for meaning in life in the face of his wife’s death and his grief for her. It has been 
the main focus of this thesis to explore the causes of the protagonist’s failure in 
his search for meaning and in his coping with death and grief.  
 
At the beginning of the thesis I have posed a number of questions which resulted 
from the main themes that have been placed emphasis on. The intention was to 
provide answers to the questions by means of an interdisciplinary approach. In 
doing so it was proposed that Kübler- Ross’s five stages of grief and Viktor E. 
Frankl’s logotherapy complement one another. The former was primarily intended 
for explaining the initial phases of suffering and grief while the latter provided the 
basis for bringing to light why Anna and Max have foundered in their attempt to 
accept the reality of suffering and death and to grow in the face of suffering and 
grief eventually, i.e. to find meaning in life in spite of the blows of fate and 
personal failure. 
 
Banville’s narrator protagonist Max Morden epitomizes the postmodern 
philosophy and its delusive claim of absolute freedom which is a negative form of 
freedom from responsibility. It is not the freedom Frankl has meant by the concept 
of the human freedom which is a freedom to take responsibility for one’s life.315 
In Postmodernism essential aspects of life such as the discovery of meaning in 
life, a sense of reality and a sense of responsibility are challenged and people have 
become cynical about them:316  
The postmodern writer […] confronts a meaningless world with an 
almost flippant shrug of the shoulder: it does not matter because 
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nothing matters or means anything anymore. (Hand, Exploring 
Fictions, 3) 
 
In The Sea the protagonist Max Morden regards life and Anna’s death in 
particular as being meaningless, when he refers to it as if ‘[…]nothing had 
happened, a momentous nothing, just another of the great world’s shrugs of 
indifference.’ (The Sea, 264) For him life and death are devoid of a deeper 
meaning, on the contrary Max has got a notion that he lives in a meaningless 
world. Thus Max Morden represents a prototypical postmodern man, searching in 
vain for meaning and identity. In doing so he is inwardly disrupted because on the 
one hand, he does not trust in the meaning of life and doubts the existence of 
identity and a true self while on the other hand, he desperately longs for a 
meaning in life and for a place in this world. 
 
Max’s inner conflict is also reflected in his attitude towards faith and spirituality 
because he has got an agnostic approach to faith which is reflected in his words, 
‘Given the world he created, it would be an impiety against God to believe in 
him.’ (The Sea, 185) However, Max seems to sustain some kind of belief in the 
immortality of the soul. Some of his statements suggest that he is not a nihilist, for 
instance, when he reflects on the condition of man: ‘Has this not always been my 
aim, is this not, indeed, the secret aim of all of us, to be no longer flesh but 
transformed utterly into the gossamer of unsuffering spirit?’ (The Sea, 185)  
 
Max cherishes the illusion that he can escape the reality of life and of Anna’s 
death and in doing so he gets stuck in the past and gets into an existential 
frustration more and more. In the end Max’s conviction prevails that there is no 
meaning in life in general and in the face of grief in particular thus his search for 
meaning remains ‘a relentless search for a true authentic self that […] ends with 
the pessimistic conclusion that aching hollowness is perhaps all there is.’ (Hand, 
Exploring Fictions, 18) 
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Zusammenfassung in deutscher Sprache 
 
In der vorliegenden Diplomarbeit wird der mit dem Man Booker Preis 
ausgezeichnete Roman Die See (2005) des irischen Autors John Banville mittels 
interdisziplinärer Methode analysiert. Dabei wird der Akzent auf den qualvollen 
Leidensweg der weiblichen Protagonistin und auf die Trauer des Witwers nach 
deren Tod gesetzt. Der Protagonist leidet unter einem Gefühl von Sinnlosigkeit 
und sucht verzweifelt nach einem Sinn im Leben, doch er scheitert schließlich 
daran, dem Leben angesichts des Todes seiner Frau einen Sinn abzugewinnen. In 
diesem Zusammenhang basiert die Textanalyse auf folgenden Fragen, „Welchen 
Sinn hatte Anna und Max Mordens Leben, bevor sie mit der schrecklichen 
Diagnose der unheilbaren Krankheit konfrontiert wurden?“, „Warum scheitert der 
Protagonist Max daran, nach dem Verlust seiner Frau Sinn im Leben zu finden?“ 
und „Inwiefern erschwert der fehlende Sinn im Leben die Bewältigung des 
Leidens und des schweren Verlusts durch Tod?“ 
 
Im Folgenden werden Zielsetzung und Gliederung der Diplomarbeit angeführt. 
Die interdisziplinäre Methode erfordert eine deduktive Gliederung der Arbeit 
weshalb ein ausführlicher theoretischer Hintergrund vorgesehen ist, der als 
Grundlage für die Charakterisierung der Protagonisten dienen sollte. Während 
jedes Kapitel einen bestimmten Aspekt des Romans Die See hervorhebt, sollte 
betont werden, dass diese in Wechselbeziehung stehen und gemeinsam für die 
Leser/in zu einem besseren Verständnis des Romans beitragen sollten.  
 
Im ersten Kapitel werden mit dem Autor John Banville und den Charakteristika 
seines literarischen Werks zuerst externe Aspekte des Romans vorgestellt. Die 
Charakteristika seiner Romane treffen auch auf den Roman Die See zu, welcher 
den Inbegriff eines Banville Romans darstellt. Eine kurze Abhandlung über die 
Kulisse und den Hintergrund des Romans sollte Aufschluss über das regionale, 
gesellschaftliche und kulturelle Milieu geben, in dem die Hauptfiguren des 
Romans eingebettet sind.  
 
Im zweiten Kapitel werden soziologische Schlüsselbegriffe aus der 
Trauerforschung definiert und voneinander abgegrenzt. Dabei wird auf die 
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Entwicklung der Trauerforschung im Laufe des 20. Jahrhunderts bis zur 
Gegenwart eingegangen, wofür Literatur von Klass (1996), Walter (1996, 1999), 
Stroebe et al (2001), Kübler- Ross/ Kessler (2005) etc. herangezogen wird. Unter 
den zahlreichen Theorien zum Thema Trauer werden einige „Stufenmodelle“ von 
Trauer kritisch betrachtet und deren Vor- und Nachteile abgewogen. 
Abschließend wird analysiert inwiefern das „5- Stufen- Modell“ nach Elisabeth 
Kübler- Ross im Sterbeprozess der Protagonistin und im Trauerprozess des 
Protagonisten im Roman Die See widergespiegelt wird. 
 
Kapitel drei ist dem im Roman zentralen Thema der “Erinnerung” gewidmet, in 
dem Trauerarbeit mit Erinnerungsarbeit in Verbindung gebracht wird. Es wird 
kurz auf die Erinnerungsforschung eingegangen, welche sich in der 
zeitgenössischen Literatur widerspiegelt. Das Kapitel ist auf folgenden Fragen 
aufgebaut „Warum verhaftet der Protagonist in seiner Vergangenheit und stellt 
sich nicht den Herausforderungen der Gegenwart?“ und „Welche Funktionen 
erfüllen Erinnerungen im Roman?“ Erinnerung ist untrennbar mit Orten und der 
körperlichen und geistigen Rückkehr zu diesen Stätten verbunden, weshalb auf 
einige solcher Erinnerungsstätten im Roman näher eingegangen wird. 
 
Im vierten Kapitel werden wichtige Grundsätze von Viktor E. Frankls 
Logotherapie vorgestellt, unter anderem die Freiheit des Menschen und die damit 
verbundene Verantwortung, der Wille zum Sinn und der Sinn der menschlichen 
Vergänglichkeit. Anhand der Grundlagen dieser Psychotherapie kann man das 
Gefühl der Sinnlosigkeit und des Scheiterns am Leben nachvollziehen und sie 
dienen als Basis, um die Frage zu beantworten, warum die Romanfiguren 
Schwierigkeiten haben das Leben als ein sinnvolles Dasein wahrzunehmen, 
besonders angesichts von Leiden, Tod und Trauer.  
 
Im fünften Kapitel werden die Protagonisten Max und Anna aus Perspektive der 
Logotherapie charakterisiert. Der Schwerpunkt der oben gestellten Fragen bezieht 
sich auf die Suche nach Sinn im Leben angesichts von Leiden und Tod und das 
Ziel dieser Diplomarbeit war es darzustellen warum die Protagonisten an ihrem 
Leben und an der Bewältigung eines kritischen Lebensereignisses und an der 
Trauer gescheitert sind. 
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